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Abstract  

 

Given that hierarchies are a crucial component of social interaction and an integral part of society, in this 

ethnographic research I aim to explore how the material dialectic of two main hierarchical systems - the 

family hierarchies and the local Hindu hierarchies - affect the social and material production of space in my 

informants’ newly built homes. Since the 2015 earthquake, more than a million people have been involved 

in the reconstruction of their houses in Nepal. With the recognition that there is a general lack of 

understanding of how self-recovery takes place, in this ethnographic research I aim to contribute to filling 

this knowledge gap by broadening the discourse of reconstruction beyond the mere structural and technical 

notions. Thus, through the study of the house and its household, I provide insights into the socio-cultural 

complexities that characterize the system of hierarchies reproduced within and by the houses. In this sense, 

I suggest that the house becomes the materialization of my informants’ unequal relationships and I explore 

how the house contributes to the social and material production of space. Given that socio-cultural systems 

are not a static reality, this research provides insights into the social and material production of the 

contemporary spaces of my informants. By contextualizing my findings in the ongoing debates regarding 

the apparent secularism of Nepal, I reveal the frictions between my informants’ way of living, and the 

values of equality proclaimed in the constitution. By doing so, I open new ways to enter the discourse of 

the reconstruction and propose that more research is needed to better understand if the reconstruction 

strategies promoted by the government are creating a culture of compliance to the values of the constitution, 

or rather are inadvertently supporting the perpetuation of hierarchical systems. 
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1. Introduction and Research Focus  
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It is 5.45 am when the rooster punctually announces the day is about to begin. There are no windows to the 

house, only thick mud and stone walls with sporadic openings covered by curtains. I shyly pull my head out of 

the thick felt blankets and paying attention not to wake the little Anusha up, I get out of bed. I step outside 

and as I take my first breath an ephemeral misty cloud covers my view. I am surprised to find out that everyone 

seems to be fast asleep. I am used to waking up at Berp’s house, where at rooster o’clock everyone is up and 

about doing all sorts of tasks. As I get closer to the end of the veranda, the clattering sounds of metal wraps 

the atmosphere, and this is when I see the young Avita squatting in the dark washing dishes. I am still sleepy, 

yet impulsively I squat next to her and grab a pot. She is very surprised, I am too, and my mum probably would 

not believe me if I told her. Still, here we are, washing pots with cold water and a sponge made from an old 

rice bag. She tells me that by now she is used to the cold water and reassures me that in a couple of months 

I will be too. Her English is not so good, and my Nepali is worse, but with a mix of the two we perform her 

morning chores and she shows me her morning routine. Avita wakes up, washes the dishes, cleans the house 

and when everything is sorted and the fire is made, she wakes her mother-in-law and father-in-law up with 

tea. By the time she walks me through these chores, and I finish sweeping the floors, the sun is rising, the tea 

is ready, and it is time for her to serve her in-laws in bed. 

 

1.1 Introduction and Research Question 
 

This opening vignette of my experience in the field illustrates how people implicitly or explicitly embody 

social hierarchies through the process of dwelling the house. Indeed, Avita’s morning routine reveals her 

position within the family, suggesting that hierarchies provide a key organizing feature of the domestic 

space. Furthermore, it also highlights how hierarchies are rooted in a particular socio-cultural dimension 

based on a set of legitimized and shared values. For instance, as I will explain in more detail later in the 

thesis, Avita, as a daughter-in-law, living in her in-laws’ house, is expected to pay them respect by 

performing all the morning chores and only afterwards wake them up by serving them tea in bed. This is to 

say that although Avita and I might have different degrees of awareness of the social hierarchies that 

constitute our individual lifeworlds, through the performance of our daily routine - guided by our ‘natural’ 

and socio-culturally embedded givens - we reproduce specific hierarchies.  

With the recognition that hierarchies are a constituent part of society and an essential component 

of social interactions (Magee and Galinsky 2008), in this research I aim to explore through the study of the 

household and the house, the role of hierarchical systems in shaping the social and material production of 

space. In this regard, the household and the house are respectively understood as the embodiment of social 

hierarchies and as a space deeply embedded within a specific socio-cultural, political, and historical context 
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(Low 2016). Thus, in a joint analysis, the house and the household become a way to study the contemporary 

spaces produced by my informants, shedding light on the hierarchies that constitute their lifeworld.  

As my informants dwell the house, understood the process of building, living and giving meaning, 

they are capable of conveying a narrative that exposes their beliefs, values, and cultures and as such 

produced space (Heidegger 1971). The context in which they dwell is that of a rural village in the mid-hills 

of Nuwakot District in Nepal, one of the hardest hit areas by the 2015 Gorkha Earthquake. Prior to this 

research, I worked and lived in the village for an overall period of seven months supporting and studying 

the reconstruction of the built environment. My background in architecture and management of post-

disaster reconstruction programs led me to research and work in Nepal for another five months following 

my first experience. At the time, interviews conducted at three different levels: local level (Community), 

Municipal level (Village Development Committee) and National level (Nepalese Red Cross, Shelter 

Cluster, National Reconstruction Authority), demonstrated the necessity of finding new ways to enter and 

broaden - beyond the notion of risk and structural safety - the discourse of reconstruction. After witnessing 

first-hand the gap between the government’s rebuilding strategies - merely focused on the technical aspects 

- and the sociocultural complexities that constitute peoples’ realities in the villages, I felt the urge to enhance 

my knowledge in anthropology and pursue ethnographic research on the matter. Furthermore, the general 

lack of evidence and understanding of how self-recovery takes place after a disaster is recorded both at the 

national and international level (Sanderson 2018), underlining the necessity for more research.  

The process of rebuilding and materializing space, after the 2015 earthquake, involves over a 

million households in Nepal and about 90% of the people in the village where I conducted my fieldwork 

(National Reconstruction Authority 2020). Moreover, following the government program for 

reconstruction, people in rural areas are responsible, with minimal financial and technical support from the 

government, for the physical construction of their houses. This scenario, combined with the recognition 

that “groups, classes or fractions of classes cannot constitute themselves, or recognize one another as 

‘subjects’ unless they generate (or produce) space” (Lefebvre 2007 [1991], 416) raises the question: How 

do hierarchical systems affect the social and material production of houses after the 2015 earthquake in 

Nepal?  

Although I acknowledge that there are a myriad of hierarchies that interplay in the material and 

social production of space of the newly built houses, my ethnographic research highlighted that there are 

two main, distinct yet interconnected hierarchies that affect the social and material production of the 

domestic space: the family and the local religious hierarchies. While in this thesis I approach these two 

hierarchies separately, starting with the family hierarchies that provide order in the seemingly private 

domain of the house, followed by the local Hindu hierarchies that govern the social order and socialization 

patterns between families, I do recognize they are intertwined. Following the contextual approach, that 
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looks at the dual dimension of housing as a setting, composed of different elements in relationship and 

where living takes place  (Low and Chambers 1989), I approach the built environment as a process that 

includes everyday life practices constructed upon cultural and societal as well as individual values. 

In the wake of my analysis, I argue that the system of hierarchies that form part of my informants’ 

lifeworlds are inherently conflicting with the values of social equality promoted in the post disaster agenda 

for reconstruction and the Constitution of Nepal. Through this research, I aim to provide insights in the 

contrary tendencies that compete in the social and material production of space, revealing the sociocultural 

complexities that constitute my informants’ lives. With this understanding, I open new possibilities to 

explore how people in rural areas embody and reproduce social hierarchies through the process of dwelling 

in their newly built houses. 

  

1.3 Thesis Outline  
 

Following this initial introductory chapter, I will open Chapter Two with a vignette. Thus, I present my 

experience of stepping, or better, re-stepping into the field by taking the reader to the village in Nepal where 

my research took place. In this chapter, I will cover topics such as my fixed and subjective positionality, as 

well as reflect upon the influence that my situated knowledge may have on my research and thesis. 

Additionally, I will provide a brief background regarding my research site and my main informants. This 

is where I introduce my self-imposed restrictions that allowed me to make this research feasible within the 

given timeframe and resources. Next, in Chapter Three, I focus on the methodologies used, emphasizing 

the importance of living with my informants and my experience researching with an interpreter. In this 

chapter, I focus on the issues, limitations and strategies used to mitigate and overcome the challenges 

encountered in the field, underlining once again how trust and participant observation were crucial to my 

research. In Chapter Four I provide the necessary concepts and theories to set the stage and stir the reader’s 

attention to the theoretical lens adopted. In Chapters Five and Six, I interweave theory and ethnography to 

gradually analyze my findings, incorporating the relevant political and historical background. Specifically, 

in Chapter Five I focus on the analysis of the contemporary spaces produced by family hierarchies and in 

Chapter Six the local Hindu hierarchies. Finally, in Chapter Seven I summarize and conclude the thesis 

with a discussion of the main points presented in this research.  

To support my written elaborations and offer the reader an exploration of my field through an 

additional sense, I incorporate photographs throughout my thesis. However, as agreed upon with my 

supervisor, I will not always elaborate on the depicted scenes in detail, since it would lie outside the scope 

of this work. Furthermore, to provide clarity, the opening vignette to a chapter will be presented with a 

different font, while anecdotes interwoven in the analysis chapters will not. Additionally, included in 
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appendix |1| and |2| are a schematic of the family trees of my main informants, and images with an 

explanation of recurring Nepali words or objects encountered in my field and discussed throughout the 

thesis. 
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2. Stepping into the Field   
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As my research assistant, Gaiṇḍā, and I, head up the muddy roads in a rickety van, the scattered houses of 

the village spring up like mushrooms along the winding way. I have an unexplainable sense of excitement 

growing like a seed in my chest: it feels like going home. The air is brisk, the sky is clear, and the static sound 

of Nepali music accompanies our final stretch of road in the otherwise silent mountains. The contrast with the 

chaotic and polluted capital of Kathmandu, that we left behind us eight hours ago, could not be bigger. I have 

memories on every part of these roads; I walked up and down these mountains for over seven months in the 

past five years.  

“Gaiṇḍā, we are almost there, you are going to love it” I say with a smile. As we drive by homes, 

women and elderls sitting in the porches turn around with curious looks. The van stops, we step out and 

Aamas’1 face lights up with joy. Her bright white smile invades her wrinkly face, she drops what she is doing 

and comes towards me. What a hug! She points at the children playing and names them one by one; they 

have grown tremendously since the last time I was here two years ago.  

 

 

1 Aama, (Nepali: आमा, transl. Mother) is used in the village to refer to elderly woman or grandmothers, in the 

research it will be used to refer to elderly grandmothers. 
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So much has changed since the 2015 earthquake. The road is now accessible by vehicles, the 

landslides have been cleared, the houses are no longer piles of rubble and makeshift zinc shelters, and the 

mustard plants with an ambrosial smell invade the atmosphere. We drop our bags in Aama’s porch and I take 

Gaiṇḍā for a walk to introduce him to the residents and the village. “Basnuhōs, basnuhōs” (“Sit, sit”), say the 

villagers as we walk up the steep paths of the village. I smile and say, “later later”. I am determined to continue. 

I want to see if Berp, my favorite mason, is home. Through the years we have been in contact and he has sent 

me pictures of his mud and stone house in construction. I wonder if he is here and if the house is completed.  

As we reach Berp’s house, he is eating alone in the courtyard. We hug, smile and joke. “Martina you and Nepali 

Sāthī (friend) sitting here”. So, we did, and for two and a half months we lived with Berp and his family.  

 

     

Figure 1: House of my main informants 2 years after the earthquake - photo taken by the author, April 2017  

Figure 2: House of my main informants 3 years after the earthquake - photo taken by Berp, one of my main informants, 2018  

 

 

Figure 3: Entering my main informants house from the road - Photo taken by the author, February 2020 
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2.1 Sitting in the Village  
 

In the village the word Basnuhōs, which literally translates to sitting2, is used interchangeably with 

the word living. As I just presented to you in this opening vignette my host, Berp, a mason and farmer in 

his early sixties, invited me and Gaiṇḍā to stay and sit in his house. As Berp pointed out in the early days, 

“Martina is always coming, going, coming, going”. It was my fourth time back in Tupche in the last five  

years. Living and working alongside the residents of the village, following the 2015 earthquake, allowed 

me to create a circumstantial understanding of the village. Little did I know how narrow my focus had been 

during my previous stays and how much more there was - and probably still is - to unpack. 

I knew that by going back to a somewhat familiar place would bring both benefits and challenges 

to my research. On the one hand, the trust and knowledge I had built over the years allowed for a smooth 

access into the field, but on the other hand, my presence in the village also generated a lot of turmoil and 

expectations. I realized very quickly the latter was not linked to my previous role in the community, working 

for an international non-profit organization as program coordinator in charge of the school reconstruction. 

Rather, it was mostly linked to my Western origins and the symbolic capital, and thus social, cultural and 

economic capital that was associated with it. As Gaiṇḍā put it: “I have sensed that when someone visits 

from the West, they [the residents of village] see the Westerners as a resource and potential”.  

We spent the first week sitting in Berp’s porch answering villagers’ questions. As the curious 

residents would come to have tea, I would observe, sketch and take notes on how they would approach the 

novelty of our presence. Some, that I had close contact in my previous stays, would greet me and invite me 

over to their houses; others, more skeptical, would interrogate Gaiṇḍā on my presence and his role. 

Reasonable doubt was raised regarding the money I was planning to provide to the family and the increased 

opportunities that Gaiṇḍā would have had by being friends with a Westerner. Nevertheless, this was never 

a problem for the family; it was clear I was going to pay a defined daily amount for food and 

accommodation, in a form of offering, and they would not want to know anything about it till my last day. 

Other than that, I would bring up lentils, beans and eggs from my trips to the capital. Yet, this seemed to 

be a big deal within the community and I would be continuously asked about it throughout the research 

period.  

My fixed position was not something I could change, rather, I decided to embrace it and use it as 

an opportunity. I allowed my positionality and situatedness to become an integral part of my investigation. 

Much reflection went into the fieldwork process where I tried to locally negotiate meanings of behaviors 

and things. Through extensive writing and thinking, I came to know how my fixed position of a twenty-

 

 

2 Like my informants, throughout the thesis I will use the word sitting, written in italics, to mean living.   
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seven-year-old, Western, white and middle-class woman was impacting my understanding of spatial 

practices and relationships between people and objects. Consequently, learning about my own cultural and 

social absolutes became a fundamental part of the two-way process of discovering, reading and 

understanding what was going on around me.  

Furthermore, my subjective position linked to my personal experiences, such as my architecture 

background and the knowledge acquired while previously working and researching in Nepal, also became 

an integral part of this reflection. Fundamental to this process was also the inclusion of Gaiṇḍā’s 

positionality, on which I will delve into more detail in sub-chapter 3.1. Thus, the realization that, although 

I had a strong personal ethical prohibition against the fabrication of information to reach a desired goal, our 

positionalities largely interplayed in the process of collecting (and later interpreting) the data.  

 Once I recognized how my “situated knowledge” (Haraway 1988) of a Western woman 

intrinsically carried a benchmark for understanding and gazing at the world around me, the fear of 

producing a foreign oversimplification of the so distant Hindu household kicked in. This resulted in me 

losing confidence in my role as a researcher and reading an extensive amount of literature on the matter. 

Nevertheless, be it my interest in the house or my sense of ease in living in the village, I pursued my research 

with enthusiasm. Finally, finding comfort in Burghart’s (1984, 101) words that state that: “The 

anthropologist may endeavor to adopt a native point of view, but the native - who is bound to think in native 

terms - may still objectify his culture and look at it through foreign eyes”. Accordingly, I continued my 

research with the confidence that my foreign subjective interpretation, situatedness and my previous 

experiences in this village could offer a novel perspective to the study of Hindu household lifeworlds and 

most importantly, enhance my own personal growth as an anthropologist, an architect and as a person.  

 

2.2 The Research Site  
 

The village, located in the mid-hills of the Nuwakot District in central Nepal, one of the hardest hit areas 

of the 2015 earthquakes, is now in the process of concluding its reconstruction. The high percentage of 

losses in the built environment and lack of direct support received during the post disaster reconstruction 

resulted almost entirely from owner-driven initiatives that saw the residents as the primary motor of their 

own reconstruction.  

The time and place for this research is evidently favorable. Firstly, to date, most houses are in the 

process of being completed or are already fully rebuilt, and the residents, after years of disruption, are 

finally going back to normalcy. Secondly, the improved infrastructure that allows for greater connectivity 

to nearby towns and the capital allows for higher influences and a potential mix of modern and traditional 

tendencies. Third, its diversity encompassing high and low Hindu caste families, particularly high caste  
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Figure 4: Map of Nepal, Elaborated by the author   

 

Brahmin3 and Chhetri4, as well as a large number of Tamang5 families, makes it an appealing research site 

when considering the proximity and interwoven social order made of different ethnic groups and castes. A 

minority in this village consists of low caste and Christian families, that were barely mentioned or included 

in the lifeworld’s of Chhetri, Brahmin and Tamangs.  

 

2.3 Research Group and Key Informants  
 

Considering the limited fieldwork period and the intricate ethnic and social order of Nepal, I had planned 

to focus on mid-hill, high caste Hindu families residing in newly built homes. Nevertheless, following the 

 

 

3 Brahmins are recognized as one of the groups with the highest ranking in the historic varnas (class or category) 

Hindu social order system. Traditionally they are recognized as priests and teachers (Hofer 1979) and with the 

Chhetris they cover most of the government and administrative roles, thus these two groups are recognized to have 

sociopolitical dominance in Nepal (Gray 2011).  
4 Chhetri belong to the Kshatriya caste, and are recognized as a Hindu high caste, just under the Brahmins. The 

Chhetris cover many positions in the civil service and army officials and as previously mentioned they have 

sociopolitical dominance in Nepal (Gray 2011).  
5 Tamangs are one of the biggest ethnic (Buddhist) minority in the country (Hofer 1979). 
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advice received during multiple meetings with two Nepali anthropology professors, I decided to narrow 

down and mainly focus on the Chhetri Household, also known as the ruling-warrior caste. Together with 

the Brahmin, which I decided to include in the research as secondary informants, they are the traditional 

ruling castes of Nepal. This decision was based both on the elevated number of Chhetri and Brahmin 

families residing in the area6 and on the considerable trust that I had built with them throughout the years. 

Although my focus was primarily on Chhetri Hindu families, I did not exclude observing, talking 

and participating in daily life and rituals of non-Chhetri families. In fact, extensive time was spent talking 

with the Brahmin, Tamang and the so called ‘untouchables’ providing me with a nuanced understanding of 

the house and community.  

Within the defined focus group, I planned to target all family members over eighteen years old: 

husbands, wives, mothers-in-law, daughters-in-law and grandparents, living in newly built houses. 

Nevertheless, I found myself experiencing what sociologists and social psychologists call the in-group and 

out-group theory. I felt that my place within the village society was with the women, elderly and children. 

Accordingly, initially unconsciously and later more consciously, I found myself spending my time at home, 

community events and in the fields, with wives, mothers-in-law, and daughters-in-law who in turn were 

taking care of the elders and children. This surprised me, considering that the trust and familiarity that I 

built through the years was with the male figures of the community, such as the masons and contractors, 

who worked on the construction site. Hence, my initial concern of gaining the trust of the female heads of 

families, and consequently access to their houses, was lessened. 

Furthermore, a group of unexpected informants worth mentioning were teenage girls, who through 

informal conversations and deep hanging out, both at home and at events, became a great source of 

information. They lent a somewhat unfiltered perspective to the multilayered lives of the Chhetri household 

and house. Although I decided not to include their direct voices in this research, they provided me with 

significant contextual information, which was useful in getting closer to the aim of this research. In contrast, 

less focus was given directly to children, under the assumption that their way of operating would adjust to 

the family’s and societal hierarchies as they grew up.  

Even though I had a countless number of informal conversations, mapped eighteen different houses 

and interviewed a respective number of household members, I consider two families to be my main 

informants (see family trees in appendix 1). First, Berp’s family, a Chhetri, highly practicing Hindu family. 

 

 

6 This reflects the overall demography of Nepal, where Chhetris are the largest caste or ethnic groups, counting for a 

16.6% of the overall population of the 2011 census (Government of Nepal 2011).  
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Berp is a farmer and mason, father of five, head of family, his two wives7: Ata and Arr, respectively his 

first wife, mother of one, and his second wife, mother of four. One of Arr’s daughter’s, Ati stayed with her 

two children the first two weeks of fieldwork and then invited me to go and stay at her house in her 

husband’s village. Throughout the research, multiple other family members came to visit and stay, one of 

them leaving behind her daughter who lived with us for a month. The two male sons living abroad and 

sending money home were in daily contact with us via Skype. This to say that the family members present 

physically (or virtually) in the house contributed to a dynamic living environment. The average age of the 

members’ head of family was mid-fifties while the daughters were on average between twenty-seven and 

thirty-three years old, with children between 4 and 8 years old.  

The second family is Baped’s. They are also Chhetri and Hindu, with Baped, mason and farmer, 

father of two, and his wife Aitah. Also, under the same roof lived Anush, their 14-year-old daughter, and 

Avita, their eighteen yearold daughter-in-law married to their son, who instead lived elsewhere to provide 

for his family. Their six-month-old son was taken care of by Avita in the house. Also, Baped’s father, 

seventy-four years of age, lived with them in the newly built mud and stone home.  

Although I consider these two families to be my main informants, throughout the research I will 

refer to a number of informants that constituted an integral part of my research. Unless specified differently 

within the text, all my informants are all Chhetri Hinduists.  

Finally, to guarantee anonymity and protect the informant’s identity, fictitious names have been 

assigned. To resemble the gender division and assist the reader the names of female informants all start 

with the letter A, while the male start with the letter B. Furthermore, in the appendix |1| schematic family 

trees are drawn to support the reader throughout. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

7 Having two wives is not a rear thing in villages in Nepal. I was explained by my informants that divorce is not a 

well seen or accepted practice, thus when people find “their real love” after an arranged marriage it is socially 

accepter to re-marry. Having two wives does not imply a polygamous relationship. 
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3. Method and Style of Investigation  
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The chosen methodology can steer our view and guide the way we see things (Blier 1994 [1987]). Thus, to 

provide the necessary grounds to understand my way into the field, in this chapter I will describe the 

methods used to answer my research questions. This includes the process of data collection, the reflection 

throughout the fieldwork period and the analysis of the data. In this chapter I will give details regarding the 

number of interviews and time spent doing observations. Then, I will focus on the importance of living with 

my main informants, and reflect upon ethical concerns and my role in the family of residence.  

 

3.1 Methods  
 

The process of data collection took place over a period of two and a half months while residing in the 

village. In this time, brief trips to the capital to meet anthropology professors and to look for Nepali 

literature in English were essential moments to share and enhance my overall contextual knowledge. 

Focusing on material culture implied a fieldwork period with a careful, but not limited, attention to the built 

environment and materiality part of my informants’ everyday life. Residing in the village, building trust 

and knowledge, and participating in daily life were essential to getting closer to understanding my 

informants’ lifeworlds and material culture. Ethnography allowed me to spend enough time with my 

informants to go beyond what they merely said, and allowing me to observe their everyday life and their 

material culture.  

The most revealing methods were participant observation in tandem with informal conversations 

and semi-structured interviews. When researching about the house, experience is vital: “it provides the 

necessary grounding for understanding and interpretation” (Blier 1994 [1987], 201). Throughout the 

research period, I participated in daily and ceremonial life, observed both the physical architectural 

structures and people’s dynamics within these architectural structures. More specifically, I observed the 

relationships between people, and between people and their surrounding objects, structures and spaces. I 

observed how people operated in the house, who was in charge of what activity, and how roles within the 

family were verbalized or controlled by different family members. Additionally, I focused on people’s 

behavior; I looked at how people would address each other and me, the gestures used to communicate and 

the rules for interacting inside and outside the house.  

An essential part of studying the material culture was to look at the relationship between people 

and objects (this includes the architectural structure). I was particularly focused on who was using certain 

spaces/tools/utensils, who would know where certain things were stored, and who was in charge of their 

maintenance. Additionally, I extensively analyzed the object themselves: how they were used during 

everyday life and ceremonial life, where they came from, and what meanings and stories were associated 

with them. Also, when focusing on the architecture and furniture, I analyzed them in the context of everyday 
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life and during special occasions, giving importance to the design features used to make the house or objects 

unique, and what strategies instead were used to form a collective identity.  

The latter observations, conducted while performing daily chores and duties, were used to prepare 

interviews. I conducted a total of seventeen semi-structured interviews and a considerable amount of 

informal conversations that touched upon topics about the house, the material culture within it, the house 

before and after the earthquake, accessibility and exclusion, menstruation and untouchability and the 

auspiciousness of the house, to mention some.  

Furthermore, using drawings to transfer informants’ description of their houses prior to the 

earthquake allowed me to record information and at the same time elicit their memories and go into more 

depth regarding the differences between their way of living in the house and the newly Government 

proposed design. A total of twenty-one newly built house plans were sketched, with relevant details and a 

total of seventeen house plans and sections were sketched of the houses prior to the earthquake.  

Beyond this, taking photographs and videos revealed itself to be another extremely useful method. 

I used videos and photos as a second notebook to record details and moments of daily life in action. I would 

then go back and look at the media collected to grasp the unseen and write notes. 

Although informants were comfortable with pictures, most of them were not comfortable with 

recording interviews, especially when touching upon topics of exclusion and discrimination, punishable by 

law, such as untouchability or menstruation. Therefore, a verbatim transcription of interviews and informal 

chats was not always possible. My notebook was the extension of my hand. I would ask informants if they 

would not mind me taking notes during interviews and have Gaiṇḍā translate on the spot. Since my 

informants were often busy, the interruption for the translation was a moment in which they would be able 

to briefly go back to their activity. When an informant would not allow for note taking, or the informal chat 

was happening while walking, Gaiṇḍā and I would both record information in our heads. Once we would 

leave the informant’s house we would sit down on muddy roads and collaboratively recall the interviews 

to write down the details that caught our attention. This included quotes, objects, tone of voice, gestures, 

attitudes and behaviors we had witnessed. Although discourse and narrative analysis of interviews was not 

always possible because most interviewees did not want to be recorded, an effort has been made in 

analyzing those “universal” claims of truths that were reproduced in the way people spoke, which uncovers 

the socially and culturally constructed realities that people live in (Foucault 1990). 

Due to the great amount of information I was collecting daily, it was imperative to have organized 

field notes. Every two weeks I would go back to the notes and analyze and rearrange information into macro 

and micro topics. While doing so, I would reflect upon my textual position. This required significant 

flexibility as well as a constant rethinking of what I was recording daily, which clearly shows the importance 

of living with my informants.  
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3.2 Living with My Informants 
 

“Living, working, laughing, and crying with the people that one is trying to understand provides a sense 

of the self and the other that is not easily put into words” (DeWalt and DeWalt 2011, 10).  

 

Starting with this quote, I would like to underline how my residence in the village through the years and, 

more importantly, in the house of my main informants, was not just about being close to them. Rather, it 

was a journey that allowed for mutual discovery. This, on the one hand, was of crucial importance for the 

quality and the depth of the material collected, but on the other, it carried the need of thorough reflection 

about how my positionality and relationship with them could affect the interpretation of my data.  

The more the days went by, the more I realized patterns in behaviors, consumption and relationships 

to objects and use of space. This allowed me to participate and incessantly observe moments of daily life 

and permitted me to discard certain assumptions in the light of new information, connections and patterns. 

This emphasized the importance of social engagement in the everyday life of my informants (Lave and 

Wenger 1991) and my active role within the community.  

As I positioned myself as a family member, I was invited to perform duties such as sweeping the 

house, mudding the kitchen, cooking, and preparing tea for the hosts. I was invited to participate in family 

daily rituals and private ceremonies, and as such I had to follow the same ritual rules. For instance, I had to 

change clothes, wash my body, and fast. The level of trust and closeness to my main informants allowed 

me to be part of this family as a daughter. As such, a great deal of responsibility came with it to finding a 

constant balance between research and respecting their privacy. In Berp’s words: “We share both happiness 

and sadness, we share what we eat and wear with Martina”.  

Although the relationship with my main informant’s family was built and nourished throughout the 

last five years, it is imperative to recognize that our different sociocultural backgrounds and my presence 

impacted the ethnographic scene. This was made explicit when neighbors were visiting. In fact, having a 

quiet role in the village, or in the family, was not always possible. Nevertheless, these moments where my 

presence was put to scrutiny or my positionality allowed me to be naive, were incredibly valuable instants 

that granted me contextual data.  

 

3.3 Working with an Interpreter  
 

Although prior to the fieldwork I had reflected on the role of the interpreter and had worked with a variety 

of them prior to this research, I was far away from forecasting the challenges encountered in the field. I 

genuinely did not anticipate the fundamental role of an interpreter in ethnographic research.  
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Due to the scope of my research and the extremely intricate social order of Nepal, my goal was to 

find a high caste Hindu, preferably female interpreter with a background in social science. I was looking 

for someone who spoke “my same language”, besides the local language, and whose gender and status in 

society would not hinder the access in the lives of my informants. After contacting university professors 

and posting on university Facebook groups and tapping into my in-country contacts, with time running out, 

I made the decision to go to the village with a high caste Hindu, male, engineer friend. And even though I 

anticipated his lack of knowledge in the social sciences, his initial willingness to learn, combined with his 

fixed position and dedicated attitude, was enough to convince me it was the best choice.  

Following our first weeks in the field, my intention of treating the interpreter as a second researcher 

faded as the days went by. My lack of prior experience in ethnographic research combined with his lack of 

interest in the research resulted in insipid and somewhat disturbing initial interviews. His “nature”, as he 

defined it, of not being willing to explore beyond the surface and the ethical discomfort from invading 

people’s lives resulted in hourly conversations and reflections, as the research went on. Nevertheless, as the 

days went by and deep hanging out with the community started, there was something that did not feel right. 

Yet, his connection to the informants and the trust I built throughout the years granted us the access and 

allowed us to gain in depth information.  

As I planned my fieldwork, I believed that my lack of language competence demanded the need 

for an interpreter throughout the whole research period. I was soon proven wrong. After a week at the 

village my interpreter left to go to a wedding. Not only was I surprisingly enveloped with a sense of liberty 

but also, I realized how without him my access into the informant's life was facilitated. I was immediately 

invited to sleepovers, welcomed to stay in more houses for longer periods of time and invited to ceremonies. 

Beyond the increased access that was facilitated in part by my fixed positionality (of a Western woman), in 

which people would find pride in inviting me as a guest honor to wedding ceremonies, people were more 

importantly approaching me directly. More residents than I had anticipated spoke English and more girls 

started approaching me with questions regarding menstruation.  

Initially, the friction encountered due to my high expectations of having a fully engaged research 

assistant resulted in reconsidering my decision of doing fieldwork in a country where I did not have 

language competence.  It then became a reason to train and focus on a methodology that would allow me 

to uncover the tacit aspects of the culture making use of my own skills. I thus started studying how the 

phenomenology of the body could provide me with novel tools to enter the field of investigation.  

Thus, we adjusted the timetable and reduced the time that Gaiṇḍā would spend in the village. More 

specifically, I organized weeks where I would be doing participant observation alone in the village and 

follow with weeks where Gaiṇḍā would come up and together we would focus on probing and pursuing 

more in-depth investigation through interviews. This decision, that in retrospect I see as a method, opened 
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new avenues for research, allowing me and my informants to have no wall or middleman. I spent more time 

learning the language, mapping the space, and noticing tacit behaviors and movements through space. Not 

being able to fully communicate was finally showing its benefits rather than only limitations. 
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4. Theoretical Framework: The Premises 
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In this chapter I present the theoretical premises on which the following two chapters of analysis will 

build upon.  

 

4.1 From Presentation of Places to Materiality  
 

Social theory has extensively demonstrated the important role of material culture — understood as 

objects or buildings that frame our life — in affecting and defining people's experiences of everyday life 

(Buchli 2013). Buchli (1999) in his book “An Archaeology of Socialism”, by drawing upon Bourdieu’s 

notion of habitus and Giddens’s structuration theory, explores the role of the material environment in 

shaping individuals’ daily lives. Taking the material culture imposed by the socialist state as a starting 

point, Buchli (1999) studies the relationship between people’s and state’s ideology, in order to identify 

potential cultural shifts and explore people’s ways of operating alongside the imposed materiality. Thus, he 

explores the notion of governance by design and meaning, and the way in which everyday life is defined, 

influenced, and shaped by the state design and the material culture.  

This can be reflected in the context of Nepal’s based upon the post disaster reconstruction approach 

adopted. With the aim of reducing structural risk in Nepal’s built environment, a culture of compliance to 

the government design was created by promoting a grant system that would financially support people 

involved in the reconstruction. Only people who would rebuild in line with the norms and designs provided 

by the ministry of Urban Development would receive the grant. As a result, five years after the earthquake, 

a disturbing homogenization of built forms is found in Nepal with many houses in villages following the 

basic, most affordable, version of the government design provided. In this scenario, the conceived design, 

following the state’s moral idea of “good” design, can be understood in line with Lefebvre’s (2007 [1991]) 

notion of ‘representations of spaces’. This means that the mental space, or rather the imagined space, 

referring to the Euclidean geometry, that represents the logic of the planners that design a place (Lefebvre 

2007 [1991], 33).  

De Certeau et al. (1998) offers useful insights to further untangle this notion of apparent sovereign 

power over the governance by design. He argues that more careful attention needs to be placed on the 

people experiencing the place governed by ‘strategies’ imposed by institutions. He underlines how 

individuals have the agency through what he defines as ‘tactics’ to resist the conceived design that is 

presented by the state. Through the notion of “making do”, De Certeau et al. (1998) explores how people 

react to the modalities of action and formalities of practices distributed according to their place. Thus, he 

recognizes the agency that people have in determining a space by re-appropriating it.  

Yet, the sociologist Goffman offers new ways to approach the discourse of power in the process of 

the government or planners presenting a design and people’s role in re-presenting it. By analyzing the 
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notion ‘total institution’, he looks at forms of built environment such as prisons, underlining the role of the 

materiality in imposing a certain way of living, subordinating and shaping people’s identity and ways of 

operating (Goffman 1961). This theory is then generalized by Goffman (1974) into what he defines as frame 

analysis, in which he focuses on how a given environment can shape interaction and subjectivity, thus 

demonstrating how things can have power over people.  

 

4.2 From Representation of Spaces to Contemporary Spaces 
 

For clarification purposes, conforming with De Certeau’s et al. (1998) definition and contrasting Augé’s 

(1995) notion, I understand place as a particularly ordered combination of elements existing side by side. 

As Merleau-Ponty (2014 [1962], 280-284) explains, ‘geometric’ spaces differ from ‘anthropological 

spaces’. In the latter, individuals create a space through their relationships and experience of their 

surroundings. Similarly, De Certeau et al. (1998) defines a space as the “frequentation of place” (Augé 

1995). 

In agreement with these two definitions and by approaching this discourse from an anthropological 

perspective, I understand space as a performance of people’s socialization in a place, where place is the 

initial (designed) product presented by the Government Planners and socialization is the process of 

becoming social within a place. Thus, people, through their social and spatial practices, take ownership of 

the place and re-present the given place enabling its transition to space. In this context, Lefebvre’s (2007 

[1991]) ‘representation of spaces’, envisioned space designed discussed earlier, becomes a lived space filled 

with meaning and symbolism. 

Symbolic theorists look at the built environment as a representation of culturally shared processes 

(Knox 2017). These approaches focus on the built environment as a tangible expression of symbolic 

materiality (Lawrence and Low 1990). This materialistic approach combined with the phenomenological 

theory that puts people in the center of the analysis, explores the space as a process that takes place with 

the people living and applying meaning to it. The built environment is therefore not a neutral space 

(Waterson 1990), but rather a constantly framed space invested with symbolic meaning (Low 2009).  

Therefore, the dual definition of space, as the reflection of the “social production” (Low 2016, 7) 

and the relationship between objects and people, is further expanded by introducing the notion of 

‘spatializing culture’ (Low 2016). This theoretical concept explored by Low (2009) demonstrates the 

overlapping nature of different frameworks for the analysis of space by focusing on “affective, discursive, 

embodied and translocal approaches to the study of space and place” (ibid., 4). She demonstrates the 

importance of ethnography in shedding light on space and place and how the physical built space interacts 

with the social world. Along similar lines, Humphrey (1998, 17) presents the "dwelling as a cultural 
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system", where the anthropologist needs to understand the "physical principles" (ibid., 17) and properties 

of the house in order to comprehend what principles the dwelling embodies. 

Moreover, in order to go from the representation of space to its interpretation, the ‘cultural 

interpretation’ approach that Low and Chambers (1989) refer to as “the interaction of social, structural, 

historical and cultural meanings of the designed environment” (ibid., 7) is instrumental. This approach is 

used to demonstrate how aspects of social and cultural meaning can be drawn from the built environment, 

highlighting how a house is not only linked to the technical or vernacular knowledge of the local 

architecture, but rather to the social and cultural knowledge (Rowe et al. in Low and Chambers 1989). The 

cultural analysis method can be used as a tool to explore the relationship between house, culture and design, 

rendering possible the understanding of what the house entails at a local scale (Low and Chambers 1989).  

 

4.3 Dialectic Relationship Between Objects and People 

 

Social anthropologists suggest that the analysis of the house cannot be fully grasped if social practices 

associated with it (Hugh-Jones, 1979), such as kinship, livelihood, production and consumption of food 

(Low and Chambers 1989), are not taken into account. In this sense the lived space becomes a ‘way in’ for 

the anthropologists (Waterson 1990, XV) to explore the social production and construction of space 

(Lawrence and Low 1990).  

On the same lines, I will explore the house in the process of ‘dwelling’, as discussed by Heidegger 

(1971), which is the relationship between the people who inhabit the space, their way of thinking and the 

things around them. Accordingly, Lefebvre (2007 [1991]) points out that spatial practices, the way people 

perceive the space, also contribute to the production of space. Lefebvre (2007 [1991]) argues that space is 

a product of social interaction founded on values and meanings. The anthropologist’s role in defining the 

house as a powerful physical expression able to expose and represent ideas, culture and traditions is 

therefore vital to expand the discourse (Humphrey 1988). Thus, this necessitates of looking at the spatiality, 

meaning the relationship between objects and people that lead to the socially produced space (Lefebvre 

2007 [1991]). 

Bourdieu (1990 [1972]), through the analysis of the Kabyle House as "a world within a world" 

(ibid., 282), demonstrates how social relations reproduce materiality, and vice versa, how materiality can 

guide and perpetuate social order. He shows through the layout of the house, expressed by the dialectic 

relationship between materiality and people, how individuals through their experience can create a space 

guided by beliefs and roles within it. The word ‘dialectic’ underlines the multiple and contradictory forces 

that have a role in producing and maintaining such relationships. Thus, the focus is on the social relations 

that reproduce the materiality and the meaning that people give to objects. In his own words: "the meaning 
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objectified in things or parts of space is fully yielded only through practices structured according to the 

same schemes that are organized in relation to them (and vice versa)" (Bourdieu 1990 [1972], 273). 

Drawing our attention to how people support the spatial creation through rituals, beliefs (rebirth-death), 

customs and norms, Bourdieu provides, in an ideal way, a "symbolic summary of the house" (Bourdieu 

1990 [1972], 275) where the notion of objectification as Miller (2010) explains, is the key in understanding 

the role of material objects in exercising power over people. As Simmel argues, “human values do not exist 

other than through their objectification in material forms” (Miller, 2001 [1998], 19). In other words, 

people’s beliefs are exposed and expressed in the way in which material objects are given meaning and 

integrated into everyday life (Tilley et al. 2006).  

Similarly, Levi Strauss, in recognizing the house as an embodiment of kinship, highlights the 

interdependency between people and materiality, showing how the house becomes the materialization of 

kinship (Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995). Although this useful contribution broadens the discourse to the 

notion of materiality (Miller 2005), Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995) suggest that Strauss’ analysis remains 

static. The built environment, like people who inhabit it, should rather be seen in continuous and joint 

“process of living” (ibid., 7). This highlights the link between the social production and social construction 

of space. As a result, the house is a physical space that embodies both societal and individual values (Low 

and Chambers 1989), as well as shared cultural meanings in the form of concealed messages (Bourdieu 

1990 [1972]). In this sense, the house becomes “an extension of the person; like an extra skin, carapace or 

second layer of clothes, it serves as much to reveal and display as it does to hide and protect” (Carsten and 

Hugh-Jones 1995, 2). Therefore, the question that arises is, what can the materiality reveal about 

hierarchies? And how can “building, conceived as the nature of dwelling” (Heidegger 1971, 7) provide 

insights into the process of social construction and production of space and reproduction of hierarchies?  

I approach the discourse in accordance with Miller’s (2010) idea that the process of doing material 

culture is a way in which people can take ownership over their surroundings and empower themselves. 

Nevertheless, I also understand that by doing so, there is the inevitable action of disempowering others 

(Miller 2010), leading to the important notion of hierarchies. Referring to Goffman’s notion of power as 

the “power or capacity comprised of resources” (Rogers 1977, 93), one can understand that the power of 

performing certain actions and maintaining certain relationships depends on the resources available to the 

individual within a specific society or situation. In this sense, in agreement with Rogers (1977), roles 

derived from status, castes or family hierarchies reinforce and define the degree of power of an individual 

in society. Consequently, by studying the material and social production of space through the study of the 

house and its dwellers, one can better understand the formation and perpetuation of abstract social 

procedures both at a local, family and societal level.  

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17540290802227577?src=recsys
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5. Contemporary Spaces of Family Hierarchies 
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In this Chapters, I build upon the key concepts presently explained and analyze the data from my fieldwork. 

To do so, I will interweave theory and analysis, showing how the theoretical framework presented can be 

a valuable methodological approach to the research question. I will start with the description of my main 

informant’s house as a space comprised of activities, objects, and rituals. Thus, allowing me to present the 

different areas of the house as specific domains and opening the discourse to the unequal division of these 

domains.   

 

5.1 The House: Activities, Objects and Rituals  
 

Although there is a desire for additional safety, the entrance to the house property is not yet gated (see 

figure 5). The courtyard, which includes the property surrounding the house, is a place accessible to all: 

invited and uninvited guests. This includes strangers and family members, who will come and go throughout 

the day. This place represents a symbolic passage or transitional space between the public and the private 

realm of the house and is an area to entertain guests, perform livelihood activities8 and pray. Furthermore, 

it is also used to do laundry, dry clothes, and wash dishes. This is also where the cattle’s rudimental shelter 

is, alongside the fruit trees, the flowers required for the ceremonies and a small vegetable garden.  

The house, like all others following the earthquake, is rectangular and preceded by an elevated 

veranda that stretches along its front side (see figure). This is a covered extension of the courtyard and as 

such is also a neutral space not subjected to the same ritual rules of the house’s inner area. The veranda is 

a place where people perform similar activities as in the courtyard and additionally store some utensils. For 

example, the jato, which is the typical millstone used for grinding lentils and rice into flour, is stored in the 

veranda. There are two characteristic differences between the veranda and the courtyard (see figure 7). 

First, the roof provides shelter from rain and sun, and thus gives the opportunity to use the veranda also on 

rainy days. Second, there is a fixed piece of furniture that is sitting in the veranda at all times. This is a wide 

wooden bench, or a bed placed on either the right or left side of the veranda. The latter is used differently 

depending on the time of the day and month; it may be used as a table for cutting vegetables, a bed for 

taking a nap, a seat for welcoming guests, a surface to place offerings following the worshipping of a god, 

or a place for sitting and eating after a family ceremony. In some houses this is where the elderly nap 

throughout the day and in others, it is where the menstruating women sleep once a month.  

 

 

 

8 Livelihood activity also include those tasks such as the preparation of food that involves for example drying and 

fermenting vegetables as well as fixing tools and maintaining equipment for working in the fields.  
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Figure 5: Entrance to the House  - Photo by the author                 Figure 6: Veranda entering the house - Photo by the author 

     

Figure 7: Veranda and Courtyard - Photo by the author               Figure 8: Bedroom on the ground floor - Photo by the author                

 

The house has two rectangular rooms on the ground floor and a steep wooden staircase that connects 

one of the rooms to an open plan attic. Although some houses might have one or more entrances from the 

veranda to the private rooms, this house has only one. Nevertheless, like the others, the threshold is more 

than just a physical boundary. Passing the threshold carries the symbolic meaning of being an intimate part 

of the family. No stranger or outsider will enter the house without receiving prior permission or invitation.  

Although both rooms on the ground floor have beds to sit and sleep on, mats on the floor and nails 

in the walls for hanging clothes, one is evidently the main room. That is the one with a handcrafted wardrobe 

with curvilinear decorations, a television and an extravagant bed with drawers and colorful vinyl paper 

decorating it (see figure 8). The other room, instead, has more modest wooden furniture, no decoration, and 

is used as a circulation room, where residents pass in and out and rarely use it to sit.   
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Figure 9: Room with the stairs - Photo by the author                     Figure 10: Kula Mandir on the 2nd floor - Photo by the author 

 

The stairs represent another symbolic passage (see figure 9). The stairs in fact lead to the private 

space of the Kula Mandir (personal deity temple), which is sitting, preferably east, with a whole set of other 

objects used during the religious rituals, in a wooden temple on the top floor (see figure 10). This is a place 

for praying and is usually reserved for family members. Nevertheless, the attic also has a practical use, as 

it is used to store grains and fruits away from humidity and rodents.  

Next, the toilet, which survived the earthquake, is on the far end of the compound, almost hidden. 

Like many others, it is built in stone and mud and has just enough space to walk in straight, squat to defecate 

and take a bucket shower in the winter.  

Finally, the kitchen, which before the earthquake used to be an integrated part of the house, is now 

a separate makeshift structure on the side. This is a place for preparing, cooking, and consuming food. 

Inside there is a part of the kitchen planned for standing and one for squatting. The standing occurs while 

walking in and out of the kitchen, placing plates and pots back on the shelves, fetching water from the 

gagri, a metal vessel for drinking water, and making tea at the gas stove. The squatting instead takes place 

over movable wooden chairs called pirka, that one sits on while preparing, cooking and eating food. This 

area includes the typical mud stove powered with fire and coal, the silatuo, a grinding stone for spices and 

the theki, a wooden vessel used to make curd.  

The concept of framing, introduced by Goffman, is used by Miller (2010) as a tool to explain how 

our surroundings (as a whole) are perceived and associated to the ‘proper’ (De Certeau et al. 1998) way of 

operating. Miller (2010) argues that the objects that constitute our frames subtly inform us of what activities 

are appropriate or inappropriate in a certain setting. Take for example, the pirka, the little chair used for 

squatting comfortably while eating and cooking in the kitchen (see figure 11). Its presence renders sitting 

directly on the floor inappropriate, to the point that the grandmother would chastise me for doing so and  
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Figure 11: My informant sitting on a ‘pirka’ in the kitchen - Photo by the author 

 

other family members would make fun of me for having mud on my pants. This highlights how the ‘proper’ 

way of dwelling the kitchen is socially and culturally rooted. In other words, the grandmother’s locally 

embedded way of operating within the frames of her material culture, informed her on the ‘proper’ use of 

furniture in her kitchen. However, my positionality did not allow me to operate in the same way and 

rendered my spatiality and behavior ‘not proper’. Moreover, the fact that other residents in the community 

would also point out that I had an inappropriate behavior suggests that the grandmother’s framing was not 

individual, but rather socially or culturally shared.  

Furthermore, Miller (2010) suggests that cultures are expressed through “kinship, ritual and also 

through objects” (ibid., 48) and that the pure function and the theory of representation (semiotic) do not 

inform us on the relationship that one has to a specific object (Miller 2010), thus finding it impossible to 

separate subject and objects. For example, when the dialectic relation between people and my main 

informants’ house is explored, the latter can be understood as materialization of a fictive kinship relation 

between two households. As such, the house where one lives becomes the decisive factor that grants one’s 

invitation to a wedding. In this sense a material culture - meaning the (more or less) unconscious 

relationship to objects that we create with the materiality that frames our setting - affects the way we 

operate. In his own words, “a particular society elaborates its cultural practices through an underlying 

pattern which is manifested in a multitude of diverse forms” (Miller 2010, 53). Materiality is in fact a 
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concept that transcends the mere objects and their agency to affect the individual’s life, rather it opens new 

paths to discover a place’s culture.  

In the light of these concepts, I will now transcend the mere description of the house comprised of 

activities and objects. Rather, in a dialectic relationship between objects and subjects, I will explore how 

contrary tendencies derived from such relations can provide insight to unequal relationships between family 

members. To do so I will take as a starting point the relation between my main informants and the jato, the 

millstone sitting in the neutral space of their veranda.  

 

5.2 The Spaces of Roles and Duties   
 

Arr and I spent the whole afternoon grinding rice into flour in preparation for tomorrow’s ceremony. We 

turned the heavy grinding stone rigorously to the right following her religious belief and chatted our way 

through the task (see figure 12). She explained to me that the jato was chiseled by hand by Berp’s great 

grandfather and passed down from generation to generation all the way to him. Yet, through the years I 

have never observed Berp using the jato. Rather, it is used by Arr and other women of the village who come 

to grind their lentils in Arr’s and Berp’s veranda. Like many other women in the village, it is Arr’s 

responsibility to prepare food for the family and the jato is used, stored, and maintained by her. 

 

 

Figure 12: My informant and I grinding with a ‘jato’ – Photo by Gaiṇḍā 
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On one hand this object, amongst others, informed me on the patrilinear nature of this society, while 

on the other hand, it demonstrated how one’s experience of the domestic sphere, which includes spaces and 

objects, derives from the different domains of activities assigned and/or performed. As such, the first aspect 

of family hierarchies impacting the use of space and material culture of the house, is the one defined by the 

roles and duties of each family member.  

While the duties can be defined by the different responsibilities necessary to maintain the 

functioning of the house, the roles are more individual. To maintain the functioning of the family, in fact, 

every family member is invested with a role (Epstein et al. 2003). Roles are not fixed; rather they are always 

changing and with them, the expectations. For instance, one can be a daughter and be expected to respect 

and respond to her parents, then through the ritual of marriage she becomes a wife, and as such is expected 

to respond to her husband and mother-in-law. This was the case of Avita, who following her wedding, as a 

wife, was expected to have children, preferably male, and her role shifted from diligent daughter in one 

family to caretaker and domestic help in the other. This is to say that roles and duties are different in nature, 

nevertheless, they are both associated by a degree of expectation defined by the family and one’s social 

context.  

The duties linked to the different activities are associated with specific use and maintenance of 

tools and spaces. For example, it is Berp’s responsibility to procure for his family; as such his primary 

domains are the field and the public sphere where he produces food and offers his services. When he is at 

home, his primary duty is to maintain his tools to be able to continue procuring for his family. He also 

contributes to the domestic activities, yet primarily, with those tasks that are an extension of his domain. 

For example, he cuts firewood collected from the fields and places it in the kitchen or feeds the buffaloes 

with leaves collected from trees. His first wife, Ata, supports him in the field, and her duties are similar, 

but her role is different. She is not expected to procure for the family, but is instead closely associated to 

the roles of preparing food and performing ceremonies. Thus, when she is done working in the fields, she 

goes home and takes care of tasks such as drying and fermenting vegetables and preparing incense for 

religious rituals. These tasks are evidently closely linked to her role of supporting the family rather than 

providing for the family. Different is the experience of his second wife, Arr, whose responsibilities are 

linked to her role of the female head of the family. As such she prepares, cooks, and serves the food as well 

as performs specific ritual functions linked to eating and special ceremonial occasions. As the female head 

of the family, she is in charge of performing the offering to God before eating and making sure that the 

male family members and guests have had enough food before she is allowed to eat.   

The division of labor not only implies a degree of ownership of different domains, but is also 

associated with a certain degree of competency. For instance, Berp would define and praise his wife Arr, 

as the “kitchen master” and when the daughters were visiting, they would ask their mother how she wanted 
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things to be done in the kitchen, although they were more than capable of doing them their way. Thus, 

recognizing her competency and ownership of the kitchen, suggesting that her role as the female head of 

family in charge of the kitchen domain was recognized, valued, and respected.  

However, it must be noted that roles are not static; they are linked to a temporal dimension. While 

talking with Aitah, the female head of family (of another household) she explains how her father-in-law, 

too old to provide for his family, is now in charge of maintaining traditions and order in the house. Through 

the years his role changed, accordingly also his duties and with-it his relationship to objects. For example, 

his dominant yet peripheral role within the family is expressed through the material culture. First, his 

bedroom is located peripherally, closest to the exit of the compound and furthest from the kitchen. Second, 

the nag Puja9 (literally snake worship) over his door (see figure 13), like in other houses of my informants 

(see figure 14), is an expression of which door is considered the main entrance to the building. As my 

informants explained, the nag Puja is an important Hindu ritual that allows for auspiciousness of the house 

and the fact that it is over one door and not another suggests an unequal importance between the two rooms. 

Thus, in this case, highlighting the higher status of the grandfather in comparison to his nephew who lives 

in the room on the right without the nag Puja over the door.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13: 'Nag puja' over the left door - Photo by the author       Figure 14: 'Nag puja' over the right door - Photo by the author                  

 

 

9 Offering performed yearly by hand of a Brahmin priest over the main door. This offering has material expression 

over the door through an image of twelve headed snake and, as my informants explained, the offering would ensure 

that snakes, poisonous insects, and evil presences would stay outside the house (see figure in appendix 2). 
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Furthermore, on the same lines as Gray’s (2011) ethnographic accounts of the Chhetri household 

in the Kathmandu valley, it is inevitable to recognize that my informants’ roles and hence their duties, have 

a strong affinity to the Ashram Hindu system of belief. In brief, the latter recognizes that there are four 

main stages of individual development in life. The first recognizes the person as a student. The second, 

following the ritual of marriage, recognizes the stage of the family linked to the duties of making and 

maintaining a household. The third recognized retirement, and the passing on of the responsibility of 

managing the family to the younger generations. Here, the example of Aitah’s father in law demonstrates 

this. And lastly, following a ritual, it represents the abstention to any material desire. As I mentioned earlier, 

it is extremely difficult to draw a clear distinction between Hinduism, society, and family life. 

Nevertheless, Almeida (2005) suggests that the modernization of Nepal led to the creation of more 

progressive families that show fewer unequal relations within the family sphere. In fact, a relation was 

found between the gradual loss of the patriarchal family structure and the source of income, which was 

once the monopoly of the elder man of the family and was later more distributed between the family 

members, enhancing the freedom of the young self-sufficient men (Goldstein and Beall 1986). Although 

this might be the case for Berp’s family, when considering the economic freedom that his sons living in 

Dubai and Japan have, it is not the case for his daughters and wives who are economically dependent on 

the male members of their family.  

 

5.3 Marriage: Equality and Hierarchy  
 

We are sitting in the kitchen making leaf plates for tomorrow's ceremony while Arr starts telling me the 

story of how she met her husband and started a family. Just this morning she was making jokes about 

finding me a husband and paradoxically, as the conversation goes on, she says, “Mati, in your culture you 

[females] sustain yourselves, so why do you get married?”. I did not have a good answer and I was not 

given enough time to think as she rapidly went on with her story. She remembers years of uninterrupted 

pregnancies, complications, and no medical care, followed by moments of financial distress, lack of food 

to feed her children and the challenges of caring for them while her husband was working abroad. Her 

expression crumbles, her eyes fill up with tears and her voice lowers as she slowly stops talking. I put my 

hand on hers and although I fear her answer, I ask, “Arr, why four children? If you had to go through so 

much trouble…”. She responded without hesitation, “I needed to make a son, after three girls I made a son”, 

and continued, “now it’s good because he is in Japan and he can help us” and continues “…they [my sons] 

will come back to take care of us”. 

From this brief anecdote of a far larger life story filled with love and devotion, there are a couple 

of points worth making. First, the importance of getting married, of which I was daily reminded through 
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jokes and questions with a certain veil of worry concerning my age. Marriage is in fact a given; everybody 

will get married and if you do not, in the words of Arr, “people will not think good things of you”. 

Furthermore, as I previously mentioned, the man’s role as a provider, also implies that marriage for a 

woman is a matter of being financially supported. This is reinforced in the anecdote just presented, in which 

Arr assumed the role of procreator and caretaker while Berp was working abroad. Additionally, this is 

expressed through the question she asked me which suggested that there is no reason for me to get married 

because I can provide for myself. Second, there is the importance of having a male son, which is highlighted 

by the number of sacrifices that both Arr and Berp had to go through to be able to have one. 

These two points can be further unpacked as an expression of unequal status of the family members 

upon the culturally constructed, gendered and generational relations built upon the notion of mannu purne 

(having respect). As such, the wife is subordinate to the husband, the children are subordinate to their 

parents and females are subordinate to the males. This is extremely evident in the socialization patterns. 

For example, when a guest is visiting the house the husband welcomes the guest while the wife (or the 

daughter or the daughter-in-law) stays peripheral and serves the tea. This is different if the husband is not 

home, and in this scenario the wife has ownership of the space and is fully comfortable with entertaining 

the guest.  

This unequal gendered way of operating is made explicit, once again, when considering the female 

and male duties and roles within a family. For instance, continuing Arr’s story, the son and husband, besides 

providing monthly financial support by working abroad, are also recognized in the role of caretaker of their 

aging parents. Arr in fact, expects them to come back to take care of them. This is far from being only a 

family preference; rather it is recognized as a socially accepted norm. I remember going to Kathmandu and 

meeting up with a friend who works as a teacher at the British council. She told me that all her Nepalese 

students were confused when an exercise mentioned ‘old people’s homes’. She kept repeating to me, “it 

just didn’t sink in, they could not understand the concept of old people’s home and even more why the guys 

were not taking care of their aging parents”. This was also the case in the village. The male sons would take 

care of the elderly and besides, as my informants explained, having a son is of ritual importance. When the 

parents die, they need a male descendent to perform the Shraddah ceremony, a Hindu ritual done to protect 

the spirit of a dead ancestors. The latter highlights not only the social, but also religious responsibility of a 

male member of the household.  

Marriage and family relations highlight “how hierarchy and equality are mutually constituted” 

(Gray 1991, 54) and that equality is not necessarily the most ‘natural’ way of defining the social relations 

of my informants. Arr, like many other informants explained the importance of getting married to someone 

of equal status. Additionally, she explained “it is the man marrying the woman, [as] she goes to live with 

him and his family” and continues, “we [our family] pay a lot of respect to them [their family]”. The 
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marriage, in fact, implies first the notion of equal status between caste members, then highlights the unequal 

status between male and female, as it is the wife moving to her husband’s house. Additionally, it results in 

a further unequal relationship between the wife giving household and the wife receiving household. 

Respectively, the first will become subordinate to the second, producing hierarchies between kinfolk. This, 

as Gray (2011) argues, is linked to Hindu beliefs and paradigms that highlight the unequal or hierarchical 

status of people within the same caste (see Chapter 6.1), blurring the distinction between society and Hindu 

beliefs. It is however clear how both the roles and duties within a family can be further explored by 

unpacking the gendered dimension of spaces and socialization.  

 

5.4 Gendered Spaces and Socialization  
 

Although women were constitutionally granted equal rights in 1990, due to the gendered legal frameworks 

that characterized Nepal between 1961 and 1990, women are still generally associated with the domestic 

sphere of the house and men with the public one (Tamang 2000). Although it is imperative to recognize the 

‘woman of Nepal’ not as an overarching homogenic category (Tamang 2009), it can still be argued that due 

to the “patriarchal, patrilineal and patrifocal” (Gurung 2014, 175) societal structure of Nepal, women in 

general have had limited access to education, as well as to the economic and political resources. This not 

only resulted in women having a peripheral role within the public sphere but also within the private realm 

of the house (Regmi et al. 2010). 

The gendered power dynamics derived from the patriarchal norms are illustrated through the 

relationship between objects, spaces and people in different instances. First, they are reflected in the 

ownership and competency of duties of domestic labor, that sees women as “experts” of the domestic 

activities. This in turn affects the socialization process between family members and the relationship that 

people have to the materiality of the house. For example, when I asked Berp for an additional blanket to 

sleep at night, although there were only a few plausible places to store the blankets, Berp, while making a 

joke of how he, as a man, has no idea where these kind of things are stored, he did not hesitate to ask Arr. 

This suggests how the management of the objects’ part of the domestic everyday life is part of his wife’s 

domain of expertise and his being ‘a man’ justified him from not knowing anything about it. Second, Berp, 

like many other of my male informants, had little to no contact with objects associated with domestic labor. 

In fact, my informants explained to me that women, differently from men, are taught at a very young age 

how to perform domestic duties. Men on the other hand are more likely to be taught how to drive or how 

to perform paid labor with the aim to provide for their family. As such, I argue that the social construct of 

patriarchy legitimizes men’s power as providers, and in turn limits women’s presence outside the realm of 

the house.  
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Building upon what I have just illustrated, Butler (1988) explains that gender is culturally produced 

and maintained through performances that rely on the repetition of acts. As such, I argue that the historic 

culturally and socially embedded role of the woman, among others, as a domestic worker is maintained and 

performed through acts that involve, beyond others, training the female and not male members of the family 

to perform such duties. This is equally true for young men, who in turn are given the opportunity to learn 

those necessary jobs to perform their role as providers of the family. Further examples of these performative 

acts that render women’s role dominant in the realm of the house are washing clothes, washing dishes, 

cooking, and managing the order of things in the house. Thus, paradoxically, within this socially constructed 

gendered division of labor people are given equal opportunity to learn their duties. As such women are 

trained from a young age to perform the domestic duties and men are exonerated from such activities to 

allow them to perform their role and duties.    

 

5.5 Spaces of a Double Disempowerment  
 

I remember spending Saturday handwashing clothes with Anush and Avita, respectively Baped’s fourteen-

year-old daughter and eighteen-year-old daughter-in-law. As we were filling up buckets, Anush explained 

to me that she was trained to wash her clothes by her mother. When Avita joined us a few minutes later, 

the first thing that struck me was the amount of clothes she had in comparison to Anush. It was clear from 

the size and type of garments that she was not only washing her own and her baby’s clothes; rather, she 

was also in charge of washing her mother-in-law’s and father-in-law’s clothes. We started talking about the 

division of labor within the family and they both agreed that washing clothes was “not a man’s job”. In 

fact, Anush’s brother was never taught how to hand wash his clothes, his mum would do it for him. This 

changed when Avita, following her marriage to Anush’s brother, came to sit in this house. As a matter of 

fact, she also washes her husband’s clothes when he is home.  

This anecdote suggests that not only is there a gendered division of duties, that sees Anush and her 

brother treated differently, but it is also indicative of the hierarchical structure that places the daughter-in-

law in a subordinate position compared to the daughter. This can be deducted from the amount of clothes 

that Avita washed weekly in comparison to the ones assigned to Anush.  

Additionally, the social constructivist theory suggests that individuals who do not have power and 

experience oppression in one realm, may exercise power in another (Jones 2003 in Regmi et al. 2010). On 

similar lines, I have observed that in Avita’s case, since her mother-in-law lacks mainstream power within 

the society, she regains her dominance within the family realm by having power over Avita. This found 

expression in the way Avita as a daughter-in-law experienced the relationship with objects and spaces of 

the house. First, Avita lacked ownership over her duties and domains. She was constantly instructed by her 
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mother-in-law on what activities to perform and how to perform them. This is comparably different to Arr’s 

experience as a ‘kitchen master’ that I described earlier, where she is fully competent and in charge of her 

realm. And although one could argue that between Arr and Avita there is an important age gap that might 

affect the degree of competency and ownership, it is still plausible to believe that the role that Avita covers 

affects the socialization process and relation to objects. This was observable continuously in Avita’s 

behavior in the presence of her mother-in-law, which resulted into physically peripheral and submissive 

attitudes. Second, Avita also lacked ownership of her movement beyond the walls of the house. Her mother-

in-law and husband are reserved the privilege of defining when Avita could leave the house. Thus, I would 

claim that her experience of the house is certainly different to the one that Arr, as female head of the family, 

or Anush, as daughter, have.  

It can therefore be argued that the gendered dimension of dwelling the house is suffered unequally 

between people of the same gender. The double disempowerment of the daughter-in-law can be associated 

to the intersection of her role and gender. As I previously explained, the first one is invested with social, 

cultural, and familiar expectations that allow for the family to function in an ordered way by responding to 

the male head of family. The second disempowerment, as Butler (1988) argues, is socially situated and 

culturally constructed. Thus, as I have shown, it affects the socialization processes and the “spatial 

experience” (Blier 1994 [1987], 203) that one has of the house.  

To conclude, on similar lines as intersectional feminists, I advocate for the acknowledgement that 

people of the same sex can experience inequality differently. Given that the concept of intersectionality 

highlights how the interaction of two or more factors - such as gender and class – can shape one’s experience 

(Crenshaw 1991).  

 

5.6 The House: Representation of Family Hierarchies  
 

“The house is a representation not just of unity but also of various kinds of hierarchies and division” 

(Carsten and Hugh Jones 1995, 12).  

 

In accordance with Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995) I will analyze the layout of my main informant’s house 

as a tangible expression of equal and unequal social relations between family members and structure. As 

such I will treat the layout of the house "as a vehicle for the symbolic elaboration of systems of hierarchy " 

(ibid., 12). As I previously mentioned (see Chapter 4), interpreting the built environment can be challenging 

and multifaceted and one cannot overlook the social practices associated with kinship, livelihood, 

production, and consumption of food (Low and Chambers 1989). As such, the following interpretation, 

although not explicitly, comprises all those aspects tackled in the previous chapters.   
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 As Berp explained, “all the houses are the same now, my old house was the largest in this village 

and I had identity due to this fact, but I don’t have that identity now”. In fact, when rebuilding his house 

after the earthquake, Berp respected the shape and layout presented by the government’s planners. As such, 

Berp’s new house, as he claims, is much smaller and has loss of individuality. Additionally, while the old 

house was one structure plus the toilet, the new house is comprised of two separate living units with an 

external kitchen (see figure 5 in Chapter 5.1) and toilet. Arr and Berp live in the main unit (number |1| in 

the plan 1) and his first wife, Ata lives in the more peripheral one (number |2| in the plan 1). Due to the way 

the government grant system is structured and the way the family appeared on paper, they received two 

housing grants, one for each wife. As such, in line with the bureaucracy, after receiving the grant they were 

compelled to build two separate housing units.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                      Plan 1: Berp’s family house plan - Sketch by author  

 

Nonetheless, my informants had the agency of defining the spatial arrangement of the design 

presented by the government planners and as such they decided how to orient and place the given design 

on site. Berp as the male head of family and owner of the land took many of the decisions when it came to 

the reconstruction. He signed up both his wives in the government grant system and assured a place to live 

for each. And although one could argue that the separate living unit for his first wife can be interpreted as 

a symbol of independence, it is not plausible when considering the financial dependence and the gender 

construct that guides the social norms in the village. It is in fact more reasonable to decipher the rebuilding 
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of a separate housing unit as a consequence of bureaucratic norms and of the relations built upon the local 

social and cultural customs, which sees the woman dependent on her marriage and husband.   

If on the one hand, the spatial arrangement of the house was explained by Berp as a result of his 

conscious decision based upon practical and financial concerns, on the other, he highlighted a further more 

profound act of representation that transcended the latter. In this regard, when describing the location of the 

kitchen, Berp used functional rationales to reason his decision of building a separate structure. In his words: 

“we cannot afford to use liquid petroleum gas throughout the year, we cook using firewood and there is a 

lot of smoke which will make all the clothes and utensils black”. This informed the decision of not placing 

the kitchen within the housing unit. However, when asking him about the orientation of the two housing 

units, Berp’s response was very different. He stated: “it’s the map of my mind”. This assertion that might 

also include some practical and financial limitations, additionally underscores “precise intentions” (Le 

Corbusier 2013 [1927], 79) that come from within. As Le Corbusier (2013 [1927]) argues, an architectural 

plan is a way of exhibiting one’s conscious or unconscious visions through the act of fixing ideas. As such, 

in Le Corbusier’s (2013 [1927], 181) words, “the exterior is a result of an interior” and ‘reading’ these 

plans, or in my case the final layout of the houses on site, can be extremely revelatory.  

The disposition of the two houses on site can be read as an expression of the unequal status of 

Berp’s two wives. Ata, Berp’s first wife, has a secondary role in comparison to Berp’s second wife, Arr 

and as such she has a peripheral role within the family (see Chapter 5.2 for details). This relation that sees 

Ata subordinate to Arr is a consequence of what I previously defined as a double disempowerment. This 

unequal relation based upon the intersection of role and gender find material expression in the layout of the 

houses in different instances. First, Ata’s house (see figure 15) is placed in the furthest point of the 

compound, opposite to the entrance and hidden behind Arr’s and Berp’s house (see figure 16). Second, the 

divide between the housing units highlights the division rather than the unity within the household. In this 

regard, although the houses were not structurally connected for the bureaucratic reasons mentioned earlier, 

there is by no means any intention of uniting. For instance, there was no attempt of placing the housing 

units to face each other or giving them the same access upon the courtyard. Furthermore, Berp explained 

that there was no intention of connecting the verandas either. As a matter of fact, the far end of Berp and 

Arr’s veranda, closest to Ata’s house, is closed with a wood partition which blocks the continuity of the 

space. Third, the proximity of Ata’s house to the buffalo shed and the use of her veranda is a further material 

expression of Ata’s subordinate status. In comparison, Ata’s veranda is used to house the baby buffalo and 

store materials (see figure 18), while Arr’s and Berp’s is furnished with a typical bench and used to welcome 

guests or prepare food.  
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Figure 15: Ata's house - Photo by the author 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16: Arr's house - Photo by the author                                  Figure 17: Ata's entrance room  - Photo by the author 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Ata's veranda  - Photo by the author                             Figure 19: Arr's entrance room  - Photo by the author 

 

Furthermore, the internal areas of the house and its material culture can further express the 

difference between the status of household members. Although, as I previously mentioned, due to the 

imposition of the government design, the size and layout of the houses are the same, but the use of space 
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and furniture within it is a far more private decision. For example, Ata’s entrance is characterized by a dusty 

storage room (see figure 19), while Berp and Arr’s has a fully furnished room that is used to welcome 

intimate guests. Additionally, in comparison, the furniture style of the two bedrooms shows a disparity in 

terms of wealth. Ata has a simple wood frame bed structure and a broken wooden cupboard that does not 

fully lock, while Arr and Berp have an ornate bed and cupboard, that in addition fully locks, with pictures 

hanging and a TV. 

Drawing upon my experience in eighteen different houses, the cupboard is a materialization of the 

status of people living in the room. As such, upon visiting the houses I was able to determine based on the 

cupboard’s location and style which one was considered the main bedroom, where the male and female 

head of family, with a higher status, slept. It is important to mention that the cupboard is not where everyday 

clothes are stored, but rather a place where valuables are kept. As such the domestic furniture was a material 

representation and metaphor of one’s status, highlighting both the degree of wealth and position in the 

family. As a matter of fact, children, daughters-in-laws and elders’ rooms did not have cupboards. This can 

also find grounds on the roles and duties that one covers in the household. In this regard, the male and 

female heads of family, respectively recognized as the provider and manager of the domestic realm, find 

material expression in the cupboard As such the cupboard is used to store valuables, such as money, sari, 

suits and ghee, derived from one’s work in the field or in the kitchen (see figure 20).  

 

 

Figure 20: Figure 16: cupboard of my main informants’ house - Photo by the author 
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In sum, the material culture and the spatial arrangement of the house can be ‘read’, amongst other 

ways, as a representation of unequal relationships between family members. Nevertheless, one’s 

interpretation can be trivial when not considering the social and cultural context in which people operate. 

Thus, the study of the house cannot neglect the study of its inhabitants and their system of beliefs (Blier 

1994 [1987]). The latter in fact not only has implications on the way that space is produced, but also allows 

the discovery of places in a more complete sense, taking into account how people dwell the house through 

their elaborate systems of beliefs. As Gaston Bachelard (1964, 67) said, “a house that has been experienced 

is not an inert box, inhabited space transcends geometrical space”.  

The underlying principle that ties all these positions is the one of materiality, introduced by Miller 

(2005) and previously explored by Bourdieu (1990 [1972]) where the material culture and people mutually 

constitute themselves and co-shape space in a dialectic relationship. In this sense, contributions such as the 

one of Levi-Strauss presented earlier are fundamental to show how objects and people cannot be studied 

separately, and how a house can be material expression and embodiment of kinship relations, and, inversely, 

how the materiality allows for such relationships to be reinforced. 

In the light of this and based on my fieldwork experience, I will now delve into the Hindu principles 

that guide my informants’ lives and their way of producing space. Moreover, the notion of materiality and 

the mutual constitution of people and objects can also be applied to Hinduism, a religion that lays its 

foundation on the notion of maya, which underlines the need to go beyond the illusory nature of the material 

world. In fact, paradoxically, materiality is the mean through which the religion expresses this necessary 

detachment from the material culture (Miller 2005). Thus, the following chapter will weave history, norms 

and beliefs to cover how the house is affected by the intricate system of meaning and values derived from 

Hinduism, culture and the so-called ‘tradition’.   
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6. Contemporary Space and Socialization of Local Hierarchies  
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When referring to the notion of local hierarchies, I suggest there are primarily two scales. The first is the 

community level and people’s agency to act within and as part of a group. The second is the country level, 

which includes beyond others, the country’s history, ideology, politics and the top down law enforcement. 

These two, obviously interwoven and simplified settings, allow me to enter the discourse in a binary 

opposition between the community level and the country level. Although I am aware this might be an 

oversimplification of the complex reality, it is beyond my reach to transcend a structuralist contextualization 

of the matter. Furthermore, to produce a more focused and yet nuanced analysis of the house and their 

dwellers, the focus is further narrowed to what I call the Hindu hierarchies. These hierarchies are based 

upon Hindu practices or beliefs that produce power dynamics through the material and lived experiences 

of the house.  

In the following subchapter, I will set the scene by briefly tracing the history of Nepal’s social 

order. I will start with highlighting the link between state and Hinduism and the friction between the 

reminiscence of the historical social order and the country’s new constitution. Then, I will move to the 

community level, and building upon my fieldwork I will unpack the Hindu hierarchies through the voices 

of my informants and reflect upon the major tensions impacting the social and spatial practices. I will 

conclude this chapter, like the previous, with a summary of the house as a representation of hierarchies.  

 

6.1 Hindu Hierarchies: Setting the Scene  
 

For centuries, the institutional power of the monarchy and the social order was legitimized by a careful 

construction of a Hindu identity that currently remains predominant in the Nepalese society over the 

constitutional laws (Riaz and Basu 2007). Since the promulgation of the Muluki Ain, the first National Code 

of 1854, social status became a critical factor determining one’s opportunities and identity within the 

Nepalese society. Following the Hindu caste system, people were classified into four main categories, or 

varnas, according to their relative ritual purity (Höfer 1979). The ‘untouchables’ and the “twice born”, 

respectively recognized as non-pure and pure, occupied the lowest and the highest rank in society (Höfer 

1979). The Indigenous (Tibeto-Burman) ethnicities, traditionally non-Hindu, were categorized as an 

additional group independent from the varna Hindu system and covered a middle ranking position, lower 

than the pure but higher than the non-pure (Burghart 1978). At its foundation, the caste system was an 

integrating model able to bring together the diverse ethnic realities of Nepal (Thapa 2010).   

What was initially designed as a classification to maintain social order and to support the 

clarification of specific roles to meet the increasing needs in the labor market, through the years became 

the basis for caste and ethnic discrimination (Thapa 2010). In this mechanism of ranking, the hierarchy 

imposed an unequal position in society, affecting groups’ political involvement, and providing unequal 
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access to resources and services (Bennet et al. 2008). In fact, government economic policies unequally 

benefitted members belonging to different castes and ethnic groups, providing them with different land 

tenure and trading privileges (Levine 1987). Furthermore, it had an impact on people’s inclusion in the 

economic and political sphere (Levine 1987) and clearly determined the conditions of social life, directly 

impacting spatial practices and uses of space. On the same lines, rules of commensality and physical 

interaction where explicitly elucidated and made punishable by law in concordance to the caste of belonging 

(Levine 1987). Although in the mid-90s the discrimination based on ritual purity was forbidden, the 

constitution of 1990 still described Nepal as a Hindu state (UNESCO 2006), in a sense subtly legitimizing 

certain traditional practices.  

Following a sixteen-year civil war, five different constitutions and years of political turmoil, in 

2008 the constituent assembly declared Nepal a secular, federal, and democratic republic, proclaiming the 

end of the 240-year long Hindu monarchy (Bhandari 2016). Although proclaimed a secular state, Article 3 

and Article 23 of the constitution highlighted controversies regarding the possibility of changing one’s 

religion (Thapa 2010). This led to doubts concerning the interpretation of secularity, understood in the 

Western context as the state claiming to “refrain from imposing a particular religion, or from allowing any 

religion to impose itself through the medium of the state” (Bowen 2004, 46). The implicit assertions linking 

state and religion in the 2008 constitution of Nepal is thus not interpreted and fully founded on the western 

notion of justice but rather still tied to the Hindu Hierarchical Social order. In Thapa’s (2010, 929-930) 

words: “Democracy in Nepal, as structured by the Interim Constitution, incorporates the philosophy of 

secularism and a secular state. Yet, the ideology of secularism or the secular state in the Constitution is 

influenced by the historical and social background of Nepal, which is largely different from the western 

world”  

Furthermore, the new constitution in effect of 2015 raised further reasonable doubt over the 

secularity of the state. As such, the constitution still understands secularism of the state of Nepal as one that 

protects and allows all religions to be peacefully practiced, but not intervening in the multitude of Hindu 

schools that have a predominant role in constituting the Nepalese social life, following the historically 

inclusive, as much as unequal, Hindu social order (Bhandari 2016). Indeed, the customary and theocratic 

principles, embedded and endorsed by the long history of the Hindu Kingdom, where law and religion 

operated as one, are still present in Nepal and hinder the operalization of policies inspired from the values 

supported by the international community (UNESCO 2006).   

In the following chapter I will step into the field and delve into some of the social identities that 

constitute today’s local hierarchies and through material culture explore the effects on the lived and built 

environment.  
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6.2 Danger and Boundaries: Premises of Inter-Caste Socialization  
 

Walking home after an interview, we were invited by a Tamang woman to sit down in her veranda. We 

started talking and as the time seemed propitious, I asked her to explain to me how the caste system started. 

She explained: “We used to be all the same, then a cow was killed, and each person took a piece. The people 

picked different parts of the animal, the ones who took the skin became Sarki (cobblers) [also generally 

known as the Dalits, the low caste of the hills], we became Tamang by eating the stomach, while the high 

caste Hindu didn’t eat any part, they instead used the part of the intestine as a sacred thread10, this is how 

the caste system started”. In this variant of the account, that has been recorded in multiple versions by 

scholars11, there are a couple of points worth highlighting. First, it seems that people as equal individuals 

approached the dead bovine and only after grabbing a part of the animal, their membership to a group was 

established. This is to say that by no means the caste is something individual, rather it is something that 

groups people. Second, the different parts of the bovine and the act of choosing one part over another is a 

metaphor able to resonate with the societal division based upon labor, dietary habits, and beliefs typical of 

the caste system. This in turn, which historically defined the social order, resulted in defining established 

social identities: the cobblers as polluted, impure or untouchable, the Tamang, as outsiders to the Hindu 

caste classification due to the consumption of the bovine’s stomach, and the high caste Hindu as a pure and 

clean group, following the decision of neither eating or performing “dirty jobs” with the organs of the sacred 

animal.  

Although, as I mentioned earlier, caste discrimination is punishable by law, it is still an embedded 

reality in the village. Many informants talked about it being a ‘tradition’12 rather than a religious matter, yet 

as one of my informants claimed: “we don’t let them [the untouchables] in the house for tradition because 

the god would be angry and also the people [of the village] would exclude us and not come to visit or help 

us in time of need”. Notwithstanding the nonlinear definition of tradition, that could open the way into a 

whole different discourse that goes beyond my reach, the two following parts of the statements: “god would 

be angry” and “people [of the village] would exclude us, they would not come to visit or help us in times 

of need [in case we let an untouchable enter our house]” rather, will be analyzed as a starting point in order 

to explore how socialization is affected by the Hindu hierarchies.  

 

 

10 The sacred thread is a cotton thread that is given to a Hindu (male) child between the age of 8 and 12 during a 

ritual of initiation. From there on the thread, representation of three goddesses, will never be taken off and will rest 

on the shoulder of the male members of the Hindu society (Hofer 1979). 
11  See Order in Paradox: Myth and Ritual Among Nepal's Tamang By David Holmberg. 
12 The word ‘tradition’ is neither a stable word nor a linear process of doing tradition, see The Invention of Tradition 

edited by Eric Hobsbawm. 
 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/invention-of-tradition/B9973971357795DC86BE856F321C34B3
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/invention-of-tradition/B9973971357795DC86BE856F321C34B3
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/invention-of-tradition/B9973971357795DC86BE856F321C34B3
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The statement: “God would be angry” highlights on the one hand, what Mary Douglas (2001 

[1966]) would define as a moral code or imposed necessity to be able to conduct a life in line with one’s 

beliefs. This is to say that people do not allow impure untouchables to access their house to maintain faith 

as an expression of their beliefs. On the other hand, as my informants explained, allowing a so-called 

untouchable to enter one’s home could risk polluting a ‘clean’ space. Thus, the notion of pollution used by 

Douglas (2001 [1966]), is instrumental to understand how people in the village create and justify invisible 

boundaries of accessibility and exclusion. Furthermore, on the same lines as Douglas’s (2001 [1966], 3)  

argument that “pollutions are used as analogies for expressing a general view of the social order”, I will 

later show how the notion of pollution provides a way of organizing the relations and interactions between 

people of different castes.  

The second part of the statement: “people [of the village] would exclude us, they would not come 

to visit or help us [in case we let an untouchable enter our house]” on one hand, still builds upon what 

Douglas (2001 [1966], 3) defines as “dangerous contagion”, finding grounds on the same moral values 

discussed earlier and acting upon the fear of being polluted. On the other hand, this opens new ways of 

entering the discourse by looking at the fear of being excluded by the community as an additional reason 

justifying the distancing from the so-called untouchable people. In this regard, Cohen (2001) underlines 

how the use of the term community is a relational concept that shows how “the opposition of one community 

to others or to other social entities” (ibid., 12) is perpetuated through the invisible, but present boundaries 

of discrimination. In light of this, the term ‘community’ previously used to enter the discourse is to be 

further deconstructed, recognizing communities within the communities. This is to say that within the 

village there is a high caste community with shared values and beliefs that exclude the so-called untouchable 

group. I argue, the latter is built upon the notion of belonging to one group in opposition to another, and the 

importance of maintaining one’s status and place within the group. In this regard a high caste Hindu would 

maintain his status of purity by not allowing an impure person inside their house. 

Following interviews with seventeen informants, I have identified four different macro boundaries 

in which impure people are reserved different treatment: (1) the seemingly private realm of the house, where 

families decide where to draw the line, and how to treat the pure and impure. (2) Events in the village, in 

which two main scenarios take place: the food is either presented in a form of a buffet in two separate 

facilities13, one for the high caste and one for the low caste, or, alternatively the food is organized in one 

facility, but to avoid the pollution of the whole buffet by hand of the impure, they are served separately. 

 

 

13 The cooked food is liable for carrying impurity and thus is also recognized to be vulnerable to danger. For this 

reason, high and low caste food is served in two physically separated places at opposite sides of the venue. To date 

many times the so-called untouchables are responsible also for washing their own dish (interview with different 

informants) 
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Yet this could create friction and result with the more conservative high caste individuals in not participating 

at the venue14. (3) The closest town, “where discrimination doesn’t happen in public places” and (4) the 

capital where according to my informants, “there is no discrimination there”.  

Having set the scene, both at a constitutional level and at a community level, and having explored 

the premises of the inter-caste socialization, I will now enter into the domestic realm of my informants. 

With the recognition that people’s way of perceiving the space also contributes to the production of space 

(Lefebvre 2007 [1991]), I will present through the voices of my informants the space produced by the 

boundaries of socialization. 

 

6.3 Spaces and Socialization of Lower Caste: “What’s Your Last Name?”  
 

Asking someone’s last name was a matter of civic responsibility. In fact, eating with a so-called untouchable 

or welcoming one into one’s home was a legal matter punishable with imprisonment. The latter, which is 

no longer the case and does not have material expression in the architectural form, is however still rooted 

in people’s way of socializing. As a matter of fact, the reoccurring question posed before entering 

someone’s home is: “what is your last name?”. One’s social identity and accessibility is in part defined by 

one’s last names or, alternatively, in the words of my informants “by the nose”. Nose shape, equally to 

family name, is used as an indicator of belonging to a group or another. In the village “pointy noses” are 

generally associated with the high caste Hindus, while “flat wide noses” with the Tamang. In this 

distinction, the nose of the so-called untouchables was never labelled, nevertheless it was clear, “we [high 

caste] know who they are, we don’t invite them [untouchables] to come in [our house] and they 

[untouchables] don’t come”. If this statement, on one hand, underlines the distinction between the ‘we’, 

high caste and the ‘they’, so called untouchable, it also underlines how the old social order is still embedded 

in people’s way of operating.   

In this regard, although my informants had different rules of interacting with the so-called 

untouchables, there was one invisible boundary common to most of them: the one dividing the porch and 

the inner spaces of the house. This meant that the so-called untouchables could access the courtyards and 

the porches of the high castes Hindu, but not walk in the most intimate rooms of the house. The house, in 

fact, was in some instances referred to as a pure place and in others as a place vulnerable to dangers. 

Respectively, one limited people’s access, and the other had material and ritual expression over the doors, 

 

 

14 The information regarding the type of arrangement for food is something that people who are invited to an event 

are aware of. Nevertheless, it is not something that is written on the invite but rather it is vocally told to people.  
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ensuring that ghosts and evil spirits would not enter. Furthermore, within the house the Puja room (offering 

or worship room) and the kitchen were identified as the two most vulnerable areas of the house, both in 

need of protection. Yet, most of my high caste informants did not have a problem with sitting next to the 

so-called untouchables or handing them water or food at ceremonies. Still, they were not comfortable with 

eating something prepared or handed to them by the lower castes. And then again, contradictorily, they 

would wear a shirt sewn by the tailors of the lower caste and had no issue in going to the tailor’s courtyard 

or porch to try their newly sewn shirt.  

Thus, in summary, it seemed like the pollution inherit to a so-called untouchable is something that 

can bring danger through one’s presence into a room, for instance the kitchen or Puja room, yet it cannot 

be transferred to a person; in fact people had no problem sitting next to a so called untouchable person. But 

then again, the impurity and the danger associated with a so-called untouchable person could be transferred 

through some objects and not by others, resulting in people not accepting food or drinks from impure 

people, but accepting shirts. Thus, making it clear that this intricate system of pollution, built upon relative 

purity and relative dangers, also involved the degree of danger that hindered food, objects, and spaces more 

or less vulnerable. What initially seemed to only be a matter of impurity of the so-called untouchables, was 

actually “a symbolic system” (Douglas 2001 [1966], 36) based on impurity and danger. In other words, 

people’s beliefs about purity would affect their rules of behavior and thus limit other people’s access to 

protect themselves from the possible danger (Douglas 2001 [1966]). 

The latter, joint with the notion of caste as a unifying element, rather than an individual act of 

belonging, opens the discourse to the relative impurity of a group based upon what are considered the 

polluted moments of everyday life. This, as I will explain with two examples, affects the accessibility and 

boundaries of all castes, not only of the so-called untouchables. For example, as one of my informants 

explained, in the Hindu society when someone dies, people who belong to the same caste as the person who 

passed are referred to as jutho (impure). This means that as part of the mourning rituals for the thirteen days 

following the death of the person, people from the same caste, also high caste, are restricted from entering 

into kitchens and Puja rooms. Another example is what is called the practice of sutkero, (from sutkeri: 

mother of a newly born child). Whereas, again, all the people from the same caste, also high caste, cannot 

enter the spaces of the kitchen and the Puja room in the eleven days following the birth of a child from a 

mother belonging to the same caste. This not only reinforces the fact that there is a connection between the 

individual and the group of belonging, but also extends the notion of pollution beyond the lower caste of 

the so-called untouchables. In fact, it shows that the notion of pollution also comprehends childbirth and 

death, suggesting that the symbolic system that guides ritual behaviors goes beyond the binary opposition 

of pure and impure castes.  



55 

 

 

Lastly, it is important to highlight how other tensions such as the generational differences played a 

role in defying this ‘symbolic system’ of interaction. While some elders had no doubt in their voices when 

they told me that impure people were not allowed in their house, with others there was more space for 

compromise. For example, Aunty, a grandmother of four, would make some exceptions for her grandsons 

and his low caste friends, and in the name of the changing times would allow some low caste people in 

certain parts of the house. In her own words: “Now with my grandson is becoming normal, if my grandson 

comes home with untouchable friends, I allow them in my son’s bedroom but not in the kitchen. The kitchen 

‘from the heart’ it just doesn’t feel right”. And in turn, some of my younger informants, aged in their mid-

thirties, would follow this ‘tradition’ in the name of respect to their grandparents. Needless to say that for 

others, according to their ‘symbolic system’ of beliefs and their group of belonging, which transcended the 

caste system and thus included many of the so-called untouchables, did not have any issue in welcoming 

them into their house. Nevertheless, respecting people who still decided to carry out this ‘tradition’, they 

would understand and respect others' decisions.  

Following the idea that relative pollution and the ‘symbolic system’ of beliefs affect the way people 

interact with one another and their relation to objects or spaces, I will now delve into another big ‘dirty’ 

topic, the one of menstruation. Based on participant observation and interviews with fourteen different 

women, the following subchapter will explore how hierarchies between the pure body of a man and the 

impure one of a woman affects experiences of space, the relationship between people and the one between 

people and objects.  

 

6.4 Spaces and Socialization of a Woman: “Are You Menstruating?”  
 

When approaching someone’s house, after having asserted that one’s caste does not, inherently or 

momentarily, carry with it pollution and dangers, the second question that women receive is “are you 

menstruating?”. This is another clear-cut example of defining boundaries based upon pollution that 

transcends the caste and is interpretable as an expression of hierarchy between the pure body of a man and 

the impure, dirty body of a menstruating woman. The monthly embodiment of uncleanliness that women 

between the age of about fourteen to fifty years old live, affects what they can touch, what they can look at, 

what spaces they can access and what activities they can do. These limitations affect both their role and 

duties within the family and the ones of people around them. Furthermore, my informants highlighted how 

there is also a difference in practices between the first menstruation and the following ones, and this affects 

one’s experience of space even more.  

Aitah describes to me her first-time menstruating. She was a bit scared but knew that her mother 

and sisters would take care of her. She told me that, differently from her mother, she only had to spend 
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fifteen days sitting inside her room. Her mother at the time of her first menstruation had to spend twenty-

two days, while her daughter recently only spent five days sitting in a room. Although for different lengths 

of time, they all shared the same restrictions. First, they were not allowed to look at or touch the male 

members of the family who were wearing the sacred thread. Thus, to reduce the risk of polluting their 

brothers, father or grandfather, some would sit in the neighbor’s houses. Second, they were not allowed to 

see the sun, a symbolic representation of god, and this meant that Aitah was only able to leave her room 

after sunset or before sunrise. This also had a material implication since Aitah, like her mother and daughter 

Anush, was given a bucket on her first day of menstruation. She would urinate and defecate in it and then 

empty and clean it in the dark during the evenings or early dawn. Third, following these rules to guarantee 

hygiene and avoiding contagion also meant that food and water were brought to her by her sisters or mother.  

Things are now different for Aitah. She is a mother of two, her first period dates back eighteen 

years and the restrictions differ. Like many of my other informants, she cannot touch cooked food or still 

water15 in the gagri (metal vessel for water). While some are only restricted from cooking or getting close 

to the fire, she cannot enter the kitchen, and for five days a month she sleeps outside in the porch (see figure 

21). When I asked her more about the reasons behind sleeping outside, she reminded me of our last Tuesday 

when together we performed the Puja in the name of Lord Ganesh. Part of it was performed outside next to 

the holy basil while facing the sun, and the other half in her bedroom where the temple is (see figure 22). 

She explained to me that it would not be appropriate for her to sleep next to the temple. She was too dirty, 

and “it’s a matter of hygiene, god would be angry”. This was similar for Auntini, another woman from the 

village, who, although she has the Puja temple in her kitchen, rendered her bedroom a sacred space 

following a ceremony and thus while menstruating she sleeps in the room next door, with her father-in-law 

(see plan 3 in Chapter 6.6). Yet, differently from Aitah, although her Puja temple is in the kitchen, she can 

enter the room, but not prepare, cook, serve food or pray. Both of them, like all the women I talked to cannot 

and would not want to pray while menstruating because “it just doesn’t feel right”.  

These monthly restrictions not only affected the women's roles and duties in the house, but also 

involved the whole family. The way that it affects the family depends on the number of people who are part 

of the household as well as their gender, which renders one person more eligible than another to perform 

certain activities. In the case of Aitah for example, she stopped cooking when her daughter-in-law joined 

the family; thus, when she is menstruating she simply avoids walking into the kitchen and her daughter-in-

law serves her water or food whenever she demands for it. Furthermore, this is once again affected by the 

 

 

15 Water from the external taps is brought into the house and stored in gagri (metal jugs), see picture in annex |2|, 

this allows for particles to sediment and the water to be drinkable. This however implies that the water is not 

running, but ‘still’ in the jugs and thus, according to my informants, it is vulnerable to dangers.   
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Figure 21: Bed in the porch used when my informants when menstruating - Photo by the author 

 

Figure 22: Bedroom where my informants Puja temple is hanging – Photo by the author 
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intersection of role and gender discussed in the previous chapter. For instance, when Aitah’s daughter-in-

law is menstruating, it is not Aitah who cooks but her fourteen-year-old daughter, Anush. Nevertheless, this 

works differently in Auntini’s family, whose daughters left the village to live with their husbands, and 

whose son lives in the capital. Thus, when she is menstruating, her husband takes care of cooking and 

performs the daily Puja, while her father-in-law serves the food. Then again, this is different in Berp’s 

family, where Berp never had to cook because of the number of wives and daughters he has. Whenever one 

was menstruating the other would take over the kitchen, and if for some reason she could not, one of the 

four daughters would prepare and serve the meal.  

These different practices coded as ‘separation’, following Thapa et al.’s (2019) study in far west 

Nepal, highlights how the ‘symbolic system’ (Douglas 2001 [1966]) based upon ritual impurity is family 

specific. Nevertheless, the importance of performing these practices, similarly to the ones presented earlier 

concerning caste impurity, highlight different types of hierarchies. First, it indicates the socially accepted 

notion of the unclean, menstruating woman, that derives from what Goffman (1990 [1963]) defines as a 

stigmatized identity. Goffman 1990 [1963] expresses stigma as those factors, in this case physical, that 

devalue one’s identity and as such exclude people from performing certain practices. In the words of my 

informant: “When I am menstruating, when it comes to praying I can’t, I don’t have a good feeling about 

it, god would get angry… I cannot do Puja because of the dirt, when I am bleeding, I am dirty, that is also 

why I cannot touch the food or water”. This in turn, hierarchically, places ritually pure male members of 

the family at danger from the ritually impure woman that could pollute, amongst other things, the food and 

water. Second, some pollution-reducing restrictions followed by my informants were done out of respect 

for the male elder. This, in line with Goffman’s (1990 [1963]) discourse, underlines how a stigmatized 

identity, in this case the menstruating woman devalued for her polluting properties, is seeking for societal 

acceptance by the non-stigmatized. As one of my female informants said, “I am okay with cooking food, 

but when my father is around, I let my daughter do it”. This suggests that although she personally does not 

identify herself as polluting, she recognizes the fact that to be socially accepted she must not cook food and 

leave this duty to her ritually pure daughter. By doing so, she is stigmatizing her own identity, underlining 

how stigma is expressed as the “situation of the individual who is disqualified from full social acceptance” 

(Goffman 1990 [1963], 9), in order to seek acceptance. Third, family hierarchies are perpetuated and 

maintained while women are menstruating, drawing a difference between men and women and their roles 

in the family. By this, I mean that although the duties are redistributed due to the momentarily impurity of 

the woman, the roles are not. I will explain this through images. Figure 23 and 24 show spatial modes and 

daily life of a family when the woman is not menstruating. As such she prepares, cooks, and serves the food 

(see figure 23). Only once her husband and father-in-law are finished eating, she will make her own plate 
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and eat alone in the kitchen (see figure 24) and then wash all the dishes. Figures 25 and 26 show the spatial 

modes of the same family while the woman is menstruating. The husband cooks the food, the father-in-law 

sits next to the fire and serves the food, unless, like in figure 25 he is busy on the phone, and to avoid the 

danger of the impure woman to pollute the food, her husband serves her a second portion of food. In any 

case, besides these details, the two male figures, after cooking and serving the food, do not wait for the 

woman to finish eating to eat themselves. This shows that although there is a redistribution of duties, and 

the role that a woman would normally have of serving and making sure that the male members of the family 

have enough to eat is not taken over by the man, who in fact serve the food and eat before she is done. This 

is indicative of the patriarchal norms that guide the socialization of men and women of the family.  

 

     

 Figure 23: Daily eating routine – Photo by the author                  Figure 24: Daily eating routine – Photo by the author    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 25: Eating during menstruation                 Figure 26: Husband serving wife while she is menstruating – Photo by author 
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Furthermore, figures 1 and 3 show how people through their position in space provide a clear explanation 

of their beliefs linked to purity and danger. The woman, who normally prepares and serves food is sitting 

next to the fire. The fire is believed to be a manifestation of god, thus, when she is menstruating, to avoid 

the risk of polluting the food and offending the god, she is sitting on the farthest side.  

 To conclude, Lefebvre’s (2007 [1991]) idea that people’s ways of perceiving and giving meaning 

to their surroundings also shapes the production of space, is once again relevant. I will now, build on this 

notion and briefly explore how spatial practices are shaped through people’s embodiment of Hindu values.  

     

6.5 Dwelling the House: A Form of Embodiment of Hinduism  
 

Through the dialectic analysis of Merleau-Ponty (2014 [1962]) and Bourdieu’s (2003 [1977]) theories, 

respectively, of perception and practice, Csordas (2002) argues that embodiment is a concept that 

transcends the subject-object relations. In his own words, “the body is not an object to be studied in relation 

to culture, but is to be considered as the subject of culture…” (Csordas 2002, 5). In other words, the body 

is the medium through which one internalizes, produces and reproduces, beliefs and in turn becomes the 

supplier and carrier of meaning. As such it is able to communicate and expose one’s culture. On the same 

lines, my informants, through the process of dwelling the house are, on one hand learning, and on the other, 

bringing into being their moral compasses.  

Examples of embodied religious beliefs were exposed throughout the day through a series of 

repetition of practice. Every morning my informants would chant mantras and perform a series of gestures 

while touching the flowing water. This ritual happened so naturally as part of their morning routine that no 

matter the interruption, they would organically merge their gestures and chants to whatever was going on 

around them. In the same natural way, at night, in the middle of a conversation they would turn on the first 

light16 of the evening and pray to the god through a hand gesture, touching first their head and then their 

heart, without any interruption or hesitation in their ongoing conversation.  

Furthermore, their beliefs and prayers not only affected their gestural rituals but also guided daily 

life. In the first example given above, since the propitious time for the ritual is generally early morning, 

waking up late is an unacceptable practice. Another example of this is the performance of the daily Puja 

that takes place prior to eating. This affects what the person in charge of the prayer can wear, what activities 

one has to perform, and when one could eat. This had different ritual expressions in space. For instance, 

before every meal, Arr would thoroughly wash all the utensils necessary for the prayer, collect the necessary 

 

 

16 The belief is that in the same way that the light takes away the darkness in the room, God shall do the same in 

their life, thus through a short prayer and hand gesture my informants would pray to the light.   
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flowers, change her clothes, wash her feet, hands and face, and then start the prayer. First, she would pray 

at her ancestor’s temple in the courtyard, then continue at the holy basil, and finally go upstairs to their 

family deity, and only then she would be allowed to eat. Prior to serving her family and guests she would 

prepare four leaves on which she would offer rice and milk to the ancestors, the cow, the dog and the crow, 

all symbols of the Hindu tradition (see figure 27). Others would also include the meter box in the prayer, 

the sun and the fire and accordingly, throw a bit of rice and milk into what they believed to be a 

representation of god. Another example is the act of “preparing a seat for the food” prior to eating. This 

entailed spilling water with the right hand, with a gesture from left to right and offering one’s respect to 

god by creating an auspicious space to eat (see figure 28). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

 

Figure 27: Offering before eating - Photo by the author             Figure 28 : "Preparing a seat for the food" - Photo by the author 

 

Although it is not my intention to further delve into the embodiment of Hinduism it is imperative 

to highlight how Hinduism plays a large role in defining people’s movement and routines. Take for example 

the seemingly distant duty of grinding seeds with a jato, walking around a building or rotating one’s body 

to pass through a door. In all these cases, the rotation happens going from left to right, in a clockwise 

circumambulation, and thus through the bodily movements one would embody and represent the spiritual 

symbolism of the Hindu transition from the mortal to the spiritual life (Gray 2011).   
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 Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that in the production and reproduction of such beliefs 

there is room for agency, and that embodiment is not a static principle but rather an ongoing process of 

negotiation between self and others (Bourdieu’s 2003 [1977]). Along the same lines, the house can be 

understood as a material expression of such negotiation and embody one’s religious beliefs.  

 

6.6 The House: Representation of Hindu Beliefs  
 

Rapoport (2000) who has extensively contributed to the theory of the built environment, explains that 

spaces are embedded with meaning. These meanings, as we have seen, are not inherent to the space or 

objects, but rather are given by people and more broadly by culture. Hence, he argues that to understand 

the meaning attributed to a physical space and the materiality within it, it is necessary to place people in the 

center of the analysis. As such, in the previous chapters I have explored how people’s beliefs are used to 

legitimize their behavior and the delineation of boundaries following their symbolic system of beliefs. 

Furthermore, I have briefly presented how space can be produced and reproduced through people’s 

embodiment of Hinduism and ritual rules. Although it must be noted once again that identifying and 

interpreting these meanings can be extremely challenging and interpretative (Low and Chambers 1989),  I 

will now attempt to make explicit how god’s reverence is expressed through the construction of an 

auspicious house.  

The process of building an auspicious house involves, amongst other things, the site selection, the 

orientation of the house, and the rituals that take place during and following the construction, including the 

careful positioning of symbolic materiality for worshipping the gods. The first step is to select the land on 

which the house will be built and receive the approval and blessing of a Brahmin priest. The latter is a man 

whose opinion is extremely valued and whose role in society is highly respected. The decisions regarding 

the orientation of the house, its entrance and rooms also involve the Brahmin Priest, whose suggestion is 

generally in line with the Hindu cardinal directions of the vastu shastra17. As such, the kitchen is commonly 

placed on the east or southeast side of the house, the entrance is placed facing North, and the main Puja 

Mandir (offering temple) on the east or northeast wall.  

Nevertheless, opposing tensions such as Guru’s opinions, ancestors, traditions, and one’s personal 

beliefs, as well as practical matters, compete in the final positioning of the house on site and the material 

 

 

17 Vastu shastra (vāstu śāstra - literally "science of architecture") is a form of architectural knowledge developed in 

South East Asia that highlights the spatial and construction principles that through the cosmological understanding 

of the mandala give material expressions of Hindu beliefs. For example, the North-Eastern or Eastern corner of the 

house are believed to be the optimal place to keep the praying temple to guarantee auspiciousness to the house (Gray 

2011). 
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expressions of god (see plans 2 and 3). A pattern was found between my informant’s houses that saw the 

placing of the entrance door on the south side, facing the valley. The latter, in contrast to the vastu shastra 

system was justified by my informants along these lines: “the sun is a form of god, it comes from east and 

it goes west passing from the south, this is why I need to put the entrance here [facing south]”.  

 

 

 

Plan 2: Banep’s family house plan – Sketch elaborated by the author 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plan 3: Auntini’s family house plan – Sketch elaborated by the author 
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Another example of competing tendencies is the position of the Puja Mandir (offering temple). For 

example, in Banep’s house, it was hung on the north wall, in a straight line from the entrance door so that, 

in Aitah’s words, “it is there so that god can illuminate it”. Yet, in line with the Holy scriptures when Aitah 

performs her weekly Tuesday Puja in the name of Lord Ganesh she turns her body rigorously facing 

northeast (see figure 29).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 29: My informant performing the 'Puja' while facing north-east- Photo by the author 

 

Next, the symbolic materiality used to bless the workers, the foundations of the house, the doors, 

and finally the whole house have different expressions and specific locations to where, according to one’s 

beliefs, they had to be performed to guarantee auspiciousness to the house and household. Be it a specific 

moment of the year, or a specific place such as a pillar of the house, a door, or a wall. Additionally, the 

doors, as I mentioned in chapter 5.1, are not only a physical element, but rather a strong symbolic element 

that separate the semi-public area of the courtyard to the intimate part of the house. Thus, the importance 

of protecting it from evil spirits and ghosts through symbolic materiality and rituals brought forward both 

by the family (see figure 30) and yearly by the Brahmin priest.  
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 Figure 30: My informant doing 'Puja' over the door - Photo by the author 

 

The internal space of the house, as previously discussed, is regulated by one’s symbolic system of 

beliefs. Depending on one’s life, preference, and beliefs, my informants would grant protection to the 

material expression of their faith through conscious acts of design. For example, the Kula Mandir (gods 

temple) and the necessary utensils used to pray, at high risk from dangers, would be placed on the second 

floor. Alternatively, my informants would keep them in the kitchen(see figure on cover page of Chapter 6), 

or in the bedroom (see figure 29). Still, the common thread was the idea of placing it out of reach of 

undesired threats.   

Furthermore, the courtyard, the most frequented place of the property due to being fully exempted 

from the dangers that render other areas of the house vulnerable (see chapter 6.2), is also a space rich in 

symbolism. My informants explained innumerable material expressions of God and how this affected their 
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decisions during construction. For example, the peepal trees, worshipped in the name of Lord Shiva and 

Vishnu affected decisions of where to place the toilet. In the words of my informants: “I cannot make the  

toilet where the god’s place is [pointing at the tree] and also I cannot chop the tree, I have to keep it alive 

because god is there”. Another typical example is the holy basil, a plant worshipped in the name of Lord 

Vishnu and Sir Krishna. To allow for an auspicious interaction between the entrance of the house and the 

God, the holy basil is commonly planted in a multilevel square structure placed on the right side of the main 

entrance (see figure 31). 

The description of the house until now, although systematic, remains limited to what I could 

observe and what my informants could explain. By building upon Heidegger’s (1977, 289) words “the 

merely correct is not yet true”, I argue on the same lines as Gray (2011), that such descriptions of 

architecture are not capable of revealing its essence. Gray (2011), following eighteen years of research 

amongst the Chhetri households in Kathmandu valley, argues that the house is a place built through 

conscious and unconscious intentions derived from a set of possibilities that one perceives as possible. The 

different possibilities are absorbed coherently with one’s social, cultural and historical context and as such, 

dwelling the house becomes a tacit and embodied performance of one’s conscious or unconscious beliefs 

(Gray 2011). In this scenario the spaces and boundaries of socialization explored in the earlier chapters 

become a way in which people reveal and produce a representation of their beliefs through construction of 

material space.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 31: Holy basil on the right side of the entrance - Photo by the author 
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7. Conclusion    
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In this ethnographic research I explored the material dialectics of two main Nepalese hierarchical systems 

and the material and social production of the domestic space. With such an approach, the house and its 

dwellers become the material and lived expression of their individual values - embedded within familial, 

societal, and cultural structures. In this regard, I illustrated how houses materialize the different hierarchical 

systems as they are shaped today - given that socio-cultural systems are not a static reality - and how the 

houses contribute to the social and material reproduction of these hierarchies. 

I entered the discourse of family hierarchies by exploring the material dialectic of hierarchies 

reproduced by the role and duties that my informants perform within the family. Such analysis highlighted 

how their experience of the domestic space differs depending on the family role and duties that one is 

expected to perform. Through the ritual of marriage - understood as the social production of space 

reproduced both by equal and hierarchical relationships - I rendered explicit the culturally constructed, 

gendered and generationally unequal status between members of the same household. Thus, I suggest that 

the gendered power dynamics derived from the patrilineal and patriarchal norms, legitimized by the 

historically gendered legal framework, still permeate my informants’ lifeworld. However, I also found that 

my informants suffer unequally from the gendered dimension. Therefore, I suggested that the intersection 

between one’s role within the family and gender affects the material and social production of the domestic 

space. This was illustrated through the analysis of the house, by treating the space and its furniture as a 

symbolic representation of family hierarchies capable of reproducing the unequal status between household 

members. Therefore, I showed how people and materiality are mutually constituted (Miller 2010).  

I continued my analysis by delving into the material dialectic of local Hindu hierarchies, finding 

that my informants’ way of dwelling the house is guided by a historically legitimized symbolic system of 

religious beliefs. Patterns of bodily uncleanliness and the embodiment of dirt of a menstruating woman are 

two of the most striking examples encountered in the field that reproduce the invisible, yet strict, boundaries 

of socialization of my informants. Furthermore, the patterns of social relations highlighted how these 

practices and ways of operating are also perpetuated in the act of seeking social acceptance and to avoid 

exclusion. See for example people following the practices of separation in the name of “tradition” and 

“respect of the elderly”, or contrarily, the ones that in the name of “the changing times” were finding a 

compromise between their way of thinking and the younger generations. Thus, I underlined the fluidity, 

complexity and multilayered system that constitutes my informants’ lifeworld and society.  

As I pointed out throughout the research, there is no clear distinction to where the family hierarchies 

end and the local Hindu ones start. In fact, the analysis highlighted in different instances how these 

hierarchical systems are interconnected. For instance, my informants’ identity, based on a historically 

constructed Hindu culture, incorporates a system of shared Hindu values as well as an interrelation of 

specific gender roles and duties within the family and broader Hindu society. The house becomes the 
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materialization of such hierarchies and on an individual level the embodiment of Hinduism is a striking 

example that shows how the boundary between these two systems of hierarchies is blurred.  

To summarize, through the analysis of the two systems of hierarchies: family and local Hindu, I 

have shown how the embodiment of social and cultural values are a determining aspect that affect the 

material and social production of the domestic space. In the light of my ethnographic analysis, I argue that 

although constitutionally gender and caste are equally treated in front of the law, hierarchical narratives 

permeate and compete in the production of space of my informants’ lifeworld. Remarkably, the symbolic 

system that guides my informants’ lifeworld does not discriminate based upon caste or gender per se, but 

rather upon an ordered system of beliefs that render what is perceived to be out of place; a danger. See for 

example the strict inter-caste boundaries of socialization and the social spaces produced when a woman is 

menstruating. This still suggests that my informants’ socio-cultural and historically embedded system of 

beliefs is intrinsically conflicting with the values of caste and gender equality presented in today’s 

Constitution. Similarly, The Post Disaster Needs Assessment (PDNA), developed in the aftermath of the 

earthquake, stresses the idea of providing equal access to marginalized groups in order for them to equally 

benefit from the recovery program and reduce their vulnerability (National Reconstruction Authority 2016, 

63). This is a paradox, considering how the social order and society are built upon the unequal access to 

resources (Riaz and Basu 2007). Additionally, when broadening the discourse beyond my informants’ 

lifeworld, it can be argued that the historical hierarchies defined during the Hindu kingdom still play a 

significant role in defying the social order in the newly proclaimed secular state of Nepal. Moreover, 

reasonable doubt is raised by academics regarding whether the proclaimed secularism in Nepal is a mere 

act to hide the local perpetuation of Hindu privileges (Bhandari 2016).   

In conclusion, the material dialectics of two main Nepalese hierarchical systems and the production 

of domestic space, on the one hand highlight the social and cultural complexities that constitute Nepal and 

on the other, reveal the frictions between people’s way of living, and the values proclaimed in the 

constitution. The potential of this ethnographic research to shed light on the system of hierarchies that 

constitute my informants’ lifeworld as well as the material and social production of space, opens new ways 

to approach the discourse of the apparent secularism and social inclusion of Nepal. In  light of this, I suggest 

that more research is needed to study those contrary tendencies that compete in the social and material 

production of space and to understand if the government’s rebuilding strategies are working towards the 

creation of compliance to the values of the new constitution, or rather contributing to the perpetuation of 

Hindu privileges.  
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Appendix  

| 1 | Family Trees  
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| 2 | List of Nepali words and images 
 

Nepali 

word 

Picture  Meaning 

 

 

 

Gagri  

 

Metal vessel used for drinking water. 

 

 

 

Jato  

 

Hand operated millstone used for grinding lentils and rice into 

flour or seeds into powder. 

 

Jutho  

 

- 

Literally translates to impure, and implies a set of rules to 

follow according to the Hindu tradition. 

 

Manny 

purne  

 

- 

The practice of having respect. 

 

 

 

Nag 

Puja 

 

Literally snake worship, performed yearly by hand of a 

Brahmin priest over the main door. This offering has material 

expression over the door through an image of twelve headed 

snake and as my informants explained this puja would ensure 

that snakes, poisonous insects, and evil presences would stay 

outside the house.  
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Pirka  
 

Movable wooden surface with short legs used for squatting 

close to the floor. 

 

Puja 

 

- 

Offering or worship, can refer to the act of offering or praying, 

as well as be used in association to a word like ‘room’, to refer 

to the room for offering or worshipping the God. 

 

 

Puja 

Mandir 

 Temple used to worship and give offering to different gods 

such as Lord Shiva. This is used daily by family members to 

pray before eating as well as on special occasions.   

 

 

 

Kula 

Mandir 

 

Temple used to worship and give offerings to the family deity, 

this is normally kept separate from the other temples and in a 

more ‘protected’ location.  

 

 

 

Silauto  

 

Flat stone used as a surface used with the lohoro, a round stone 

for grinding spices, tomatoes, garlic and ginger in the kitchen. 

 

 

 

 

 

From sutkeri: mother of a newly born child, is a practice that 

involves all people from the same caste to which the person 

who just gave birth to a child. This practice indicates that 
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Sutkero  

 

- 

people from the same caste, also high caste, cannot enter the 

spaces of the kitchen and the Puja room in the 11 days 

following the birth of a child from a mother belonging to the 

same caste. This practice is legitimized through the concept of 

jutho, highlighting how the woman who just gave birth and her 

relative caste are impure for the 11 days following the 

childbirth.   

 

 

 

Theki  

 

Wooden vessel used to make curd.   

 

Varnas 

 

- 

Categories in which people were classified (Brahmins, 

Kshatriyas, Vaishya and Shudras) to maintain social order and 

purity of caste. The so-called untouchables fall outside this 

system as they were considered impure.  

 

 

 

Vastu 

Shastra  

 

 

 

 

- 

Vāstu śāstra - literally "science of architecture",  is a form of 

architectural knowledge developed in South East Asia that 

highlights the spatial and construction principles that through 

the cosmological understanding of the mandala give material 

expressions of Hindu beliefs. For example, the North-Eastern 

or Eastern corner of the house are believed to be the optimal 

place to keep the Kula Mandir to guarantee auspiciousness to 

the house (Gray 2011). 
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Notes of an Engaged Anthropologist:  
 

When I was working in post-disaster reconstruction, I heard one too many times a technical advisor saying: 

“this is not rocket science” while referring to a housing reconstruction strategy. While this derogatory 

phrase undermines the complexity of housing reconstruction programs, it also undervalues the role that a 

house can have on someone’s life. The house is not just a shelter filled with objects (or non-food items, NFI 

in the humanitarian jargon) that can provide protection and livelihood opportunities to people. Rather, I 

claim that the house is something that can shape behaviors and materialize unequal relationships between 

people. And as much as I disagree with the use of words of my fellow technical advisors, there is some 

truth in what they say, “this is not rocket science”: this is social science.  

With this research I advocate for looking at the house, like the objects part of our everyday life, as 

something more than just things. I argued that by consciously or unconsciously giving meanings to things, 

these things gain a life of their own and as a result, they can affect the way we behave or experience a place 

or situation. Think for example of sacred objects or places of worship. A static object like the cross can 

induce Christians to kneel or do a cross sign, just as a church setting informs them on what is appropriate 

to wear. When entering a church, we – raised in a predominantly Christian country – know that we must 

take a cap off our heads and cover our shoulders. Yet, if a Hinduist would come across the same object or 

building, he/she/they would not react in the same given way. This is to say that the way that we perceive 

and react to things depends on our socio-cultural background. As we are raised, we unconsciously absorb 

the socio-culturally accepted ways of interacting and given meanings. In this sense the built environment, 

like the objects, may shape the way we live and view the world. 

In this research I explored how different systems of hierarchies - or unequal relationships between 

people - are materialized through and by the house. This means that I was looking at both people and houses 

and how they mutually constitute each other. To do so, I went back to a rural village in Nepal where I had 

worked and researched before. Living with families and understanding their socio-cultural way of 

perceiving and making sense of their world was imperative. I combined my stay with the academic study 

of the socio-cultural, historical and political background of the country and elaborated theoretically on the 

data collected. I could not be more grateful for the families who in the last five years have welcomed and 

supported my growth as a person, practitioner, architect and anthropologist.  

In my new vest of anthropologist, I wish to contribute to bridge the gap between the knowledge 

developed in academia and that of practitioners working in the field. Yet, to be able to provide relevant 

policy recommendations my research focus should have been on specific policy issues and entailed a study 

driven to find the most appropriate alternative given the socio-cultural, economic and political context. 

Since this was not the case of my research, I will not propose uninformed policy changes. Rather, I look 
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forward to sharing my findings and methodological approach with practitioners working in the 

humanitarian sector, with the optimism and hope that a more comprehensive attitude towards housing 

reconstruction strategies can be adopted.   
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