
Theyyam 
The Dance of the Gods 

 

The blissful state of Kerala is home to some of the most beautiful and incredible art 

forms that are legendary. And the state celebrates its vibrant culture and traditions 

through an array of fairs and festivals, which talk of culture, history, tradition, man and 

his religion. Kerala’s rich and dynamic festivals are immensely popular and at the same 

time appealing to tourists all across the world. One of the most special and 

extraordinary festivals one can witness in Kerala is the Theyyam; the religious and 

ritualistic dance-drama originated in Malabar around 1500 years ago. Theyyam is an art 

form practiced only in Kerala and that too in a select part of its Northern Districts of 

Kannur, Kasaragod and Calicut. The pomp and rigor of the Theyyam season begins 

around November and goes on until March. The hypnotic chants and the rhythmic 

drumbeats are a feast to one’s ears as well as one’s eyes with the colorful pageantry and 

vigorous dance moves.  

Collaborating mime, music, and dance, Theyyam unfolds the stories in the past and 

drags the spectators to a different world, unveiling the pasts and stories of the ancient 

times. Theyyam is of different types and there are around 400 Theyyams, each defined 

with its own style, music, and choreography. Adorned with flamboyant costumes and 

heavy makeup, artists have a striking look that catches the attention of the spectators. 

The ornaments, headgear, and choreography are majestic and strong that it creates an 

atmosphere of wonder, fear, and awe. With rigorous moves and sounds, certain 

Theyyams also include blood sacrifices. This ritual art form brings out a completely 

different shade of culture and beliefs. But more than the applause, the impact it creates 

on people is what it is highlighting. 

Theyyam is not just an art or dance form or a ritual but it is a possessed 

performance; the performer or the artist is possessed by the spirit of God and does the 

unexpected and unbelievable. Once Theyyam is done, it is meant to bring peace and 

prosperity to the people. It is believed that calling out to God and God answering them 

will remove all the hazards in their lives. It is an ancient dance form and a precursor to 

the more stylised and less vigorous Kathakali. Steeped in ancient history, it is a 

wonderful mix of the ethnographic influences in the state of Kerala. The Theyyam 

performances are held in clan groups and all the members get their resources together 

and have it conducted year after year within a dwindling availability of money and the 

exaggerated moral responsibility of keeping the traditions alive for their ancestors and 

their family names. 

Amongst all the Theyyam forms performed in the Sacred Groves of Malabar, Pottan 
Theyyam is regarded as the one with the solid and fierce thoughts – strong enough to 
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shatter the ugly walls of caste systems and social evils that have crept in and found place 
in the society. Pottan Theyyam is the idea of secularism and humane thoughts in the 
folklore of North Kerala.  Pottan Theyyam is worshipped in Sacred Groves, Temple 
Shrines and few Ancestral Houses around Kannur in small shrines regarded as the ‘Ara’. 

 
‘Pottan’ in Malayalam means ‘Idiot’. Some believe that Pottan Theyyam earns the tag 

of ‘Pottan’ from the way the godliness is portrayed by the performer with a mixture of 
sarcasm and weird funny yet intense playfulness. Though the performance of Pottan 
Theyyam is well backed up by an element of unplanned playfulness and entertainment, 
it is never a display of a comedic character to engage the spectators. It is but the 
simplest manifestation of the all-knowing Lord Shiva from the Hindu Mythology to 
impart the simple idea of secularism and justice to the society. 
 

To give a little insight into the history of the Pottan Theyyam, it is believed that Lord 
Shiva manifested himself in the form of a Chandalan – a lower caste untouchable to test 
the integrity and spiritual powers of Adi Shankaracharya – the Saint and Scholar who 
propagated the Advaita Vedanta in India. The myth goes like this – When Adi 
Shankaracharya was on his journey towards the pinnacle of wisdom known, Shiva 
approached him in disguise of a Chandalan. It was Lord Shiva’s test for Shakaracharya 
with regard to his integrity in knowledge and wisdom. A gang of three Chandalans 
approached Shankaracharya with all confidence. One being Shiva himself as ‘Pulapottan’ 
and the other two Chandalans being Goddess Parvathy and Nandikeshan. Upon sighting 
the untouchables across his way, Shankaracharya – the scholar trained in Vedas and 
Brahminical Ideologies ordered them to move out of his way. It was believed according 
to the Varna System or the Caste System that the presence of the lower caste members 
in the proximity of the higher hastes will create distress and pollute the sanctity of the 
higher castes. This thought accounted to most of the Social Evils that persisted in the 
society as well. The order from Shankaracharya was disobeyed by the group and soon 
Lord Shiva engaged Shankaracharya in a series of arguments in which the former 
exposes the insignificance of the caste system which divides the humanity and 
civilization into ridiculous fragments. These arguments constitute as the major parts of 
the `Thottam’ and contains great social messages. 
 

“Naankale Kothiyalum Choralle Chovvare…Neenkale Kothiyalum Choralle Chovvare…”  

 
This was a key question raised by Lord Shiva during his argument with 

Shankaracharya. The question was presented as a great thought before the scholar as it 
translated to “It is blood – red blood that flows out of you and me when cut open! And 
this blood is the same in colour – isn’t it master? “. It was a bang on the social evils like 
racism and casteism that was discussed in the simplest language. 

 
The depth in the arguments and the strong ideas of Lord Shiva made Shankaracharya 

realize that he was something more than a mere untouchable man. The insights of 
Shankaracharya then understood that it was Lord Shiva himself in front of him in 
disguise, to test his knowledge and kindness towards the humanity. On his way to the 



supreme knowledge, Lord Shiva showered upon him the light of the prime knowledge of 
humanity – that all the human beings are same – they’ve all got the red blood running 
through their veins – not matter which caste, creed, gender or religion they belong to! 
This is one of the strongest secular ideas to be discussed in the folklores of Kerala. 

 
While performing, as part of the ‘Agnipravesham’ the Theyyam carelessly throws 

himself into the pyre lit with wooden logs. Lying upright on the pyre, the Pottan 
Theyyam laughs and howls making fun of the social evils. The Theyyam also indulge in 
doing friendly pranks with the spectators adding to the entertainment. It is a major 
attraction during the performance wherein the Theyyam announces “Enikku Kulirunne” 
while lying on the hot pyre, meaning “I’m shivering with coldness”. Infact, The Theyyam 
re-enacts in ritualistic expressions the life of those personalities who had laid down their 
life for a social cause and is interpreted as a social/spiritual satire that is characteristic of 
Lord Shiva’s personality. The Dance of the Pottan Theyyam is believed to wipe out 
troubles and bring health and wealth. Pottan Theyyam is beyond caste and religions and 
is worshipped by all. After the performance and customs, the locals may approach and 
speak with Pottan Theyyam and receive his teachings and blessings for a better life. 

 
To this date, during the Pottan Theyyam performance, the performer chants the 

intense teachings that Lord Shiva gifted to Shankaracharya to spread the message of 
humanity. 

 
If we look deeper into the practice of Theyyam, there are plenty of underlying 

cultural aspects that are interesting to analyze. To begin with, the difference in social 
status between the upper and the lower caste is a classic example of high Power 
Distance, the first of Hofstede’s dimensions of culture. The extent to which the less 
powerful and lower members of the society accepted the unequal distribution of power 
was considerably high and still remains to be one of the biggest social evils prevalent in 
society. The practice of Theyyam serves as a reminder to the community that the 
existence of such man-made barriers only brings about conflict and discord in the 
society, and it is upon us to rise above such petty differences and live harmoniously.  

 
Which brings us to the next aspect, Collectivism. As mentioned earlier, Theyyam 

encourages the spirit of all castes of people living cordially in their society. Apart from 
this, what brings out the collectivism in a group is the whole event itself, which is 
considered a grand occasion where family members from all over come down to their 
hometowns to celebrate and cherish these moments. To cite a personal anecdote, there 
was this one time when I was around twelve, when I first saw a Theyyam performance. It 
was being performed at my grandfather’s ancestral home at Nileshwar, a small town 
near Kasaragod. Over the course of two days, I saw relatives I had never seen before, 
but all a part of our family; each and every one of them enthusiastic and eagerly waiting 
for the performance. Preparations for the event were going full swing, cautiously making 
sure everything went according to plan. When it was time for the performance, 
everyone assembled at the house grounds, and by everyone, I mean not just my family 
members, but also other members of the society, irrespective of their caste, creed or 



their profession. This memory is something that will always stick with me as it was really 
heartening to see all of the community come together and enjoy alongside; this is what 
the spirit of Theyyam actually stands for. 

 
And lastly, the aspect that stands out in this cultural phenomenon is that of a Short-

term Orientation. A culture is that oriented in this way prioritizes to maintain time-
honored traditions and norms. The art of Theyyam, being practiced for over a 
millennium now, is an apt representation of a culture preserving its art form and 
ensuring its passing from one generation to another. It is the respect shown by the 
people to the tradition, and to a smaller extent, the obligation to fulfill this social 
responsibility, that the art form has reached where it currently is. There are families who 
orient their entire lifestyle around the performance of Theyyam throughout the season. 
These values also find a parallel in the Value Orientation of Time, given by Kluckhohn-
Strodtbeck, of a society rooted in its past which emphasizes on learning from history and 
preserving traditions. 
 

Theyyam, a vibrant ritualistic art is very much presented as a form of resistance, a 
way to uphold the spirit of the protest from the downtrodden communities of the 
society! Theyyam is performed by the people who happen to fall into the lower sets as 
fixed by the Caste Systems of the society. But when it comes to Theyyam, the lower 
caste man becomes the god – equally of the high and low caste – symbolizing goodness 
that is strong enough to install justice and wipe out the social evils in the community. On 
speaking to a few of my relatives about this, all they had were praises for the art. They 
talk of it like an other-worldly experience, and just observing the performance would 
convince even a non-believer into believing the powers of the supernatural. 

 
People from all over the world come to witness this majestic performance of 

Theyyam because of the cultural richness it upholds. Documentaries, movies, articles, so 
much have covered the importance and beauty of Theyyam. Most people have also 
turned their lives to this incredible performance that they have become Theyyam artists. 
Ultimately it is an economic issue whether this great dance form will survive or not. The 
Theyyam dances are performed by distinct caste and communities and it is they who will 
over a period of time decide whether they would continue to perform the dances or 
better opportunities and employment will take them elsewhere. The Theyyam 
celebrations are expensive affairs and it is a tough job for the vast majority of the clans 
to keep it going. Theyyam is performed not to please the viewers or devotees but to 
please his Lord, to please the One who has granted him life. Theyyam is a feeling. It is a 
feeling of the community to their Gods. It is a feeling that brings together different sects 
of people; it is a feeling that binds one’s belief - the supernatural. 
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TEEJ AND JEETIYA IN BIHAR 

 

Anjali Singh 

 
 

Fasting is a significant fad in Hinduism. The practice can range from light 

restriction to extreme abstention. The choice of days and the method of fasting 

are not imposed but depend on the community, the family or the individual. Teej 

and Jeetiya (also known as Jivitputrika) are two major fasts, or vraths practiced 

mainly in the northern states of India. The significance of Teej is aimed at finding a 

good husband (if the girl is unmarried) or for the long and prosperous life of one’s 

husband. Jeetiya, on the other hand, is practiced for a long life of one’s son.  
 

There are many kinds of Teej prevalent in the country: 

● Haryali Teej: It is celebrated in Punjab, Haryana, Rajasthan. The significance 

mainly focuses on the onset of monsoon 

● Kajari Teej: This is usually celebrated in Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. 

In Rajasthan, it is referred to as bada(big) Teej and is followed by the 

Haryali Teej. Women pray to Lord Shiva, and folk songs are sung.  

● Hartalika Teej: This is the most important type of Teej in Bihar. It comes 

from the combination of two words, “harat”, meaning abduction and 

“talika”, meaning female friend.  

 

History of Teej and Jeetiya  

 

According to the legend of Hartalika Teej, Goddess Parvati was the daughter of 

Himalaya who promised her hand in marriage to Lord Vishnu, at the suggestion of 

Narada. Upon hearing this, Goddess Parvati told her friend of her father's decision 

whereupon the friend took Goddess Parvati to the thick forest so that her father 

would not marry her to Lord Vishnu against her wish. 

On the third day of the bright half of Bhadrapada, Goddess Parvati made a Shiva 

lingam out of her hair and prayed. Lord Shiva was so impressed that he gave his 

word to marry Goddess Parvati. Eventually, Goddess Parvati was united with Lord 

Shiva and was married to him with her father's blessing. Since then, the day is 

 



 

referred to as Haritalika Teej as Goddess Parvati's female (aalika)friend had to 

abduct (harat) her in order for the Goddess to achieve her goal of marrying Lord 

Shiva. 

 

As for Jeetiya, it is based on Jimutavahana, a kind king of Gandharva. Jimutvanhan 

gave his kingdom to his brothers and went to the forest to serve his father. One 

day, he saw an old woman mourning. Upon asking, she told him that she 

belonged to a family of snakes (Nagavanshi) and had only one son. The Nagas 

were bound by oath and had to present one Naga every day as food to Garuda 

(eagle). Jimutavahana consoled her and promised that he would protect her son 

from Garuda. He decided to lay down on a bed of rocks as bait. Later, Garuda 

swooped and caught Jimutavahana. Garuda observed his prey crying and was 

surprised. He asked Jimutavahan of his story and the latter told him the same. 

Garuda was pleased with the bravery and the benevolence of Jimutvahana. He 

promised Jimutavahana that he would no longer consider Nagas as prey. 

Jimutvahana saved the race of the snakes. Since then, people started worshipping 

Jimutvahana for the long lives of their sons. 

 

Practices and Customs 

 

Hartalika Teej is a major part of Bihar’s culture. It is celebrated on the third day of 

the bright half of the North Indian Lunar month of Bhadrapada(In around August 

or September). The women don new clothes and pray to Lord Shiva and Goddess 

Parvati. Perhaps the most important aspect of Hartalika Teej is the nishivasar 

nirjala vrath, fasting without water for an entire day. Married women abstain 

strictly from food and drinks with the belief that their devotion to the gods will be 

blessed with longevity, peace and prosperity of their husband and family. 

Unmarried women observe the fast with the hope of being blessed with a good 

husband. Married women also receive the blessings of their husbands by touching 

their feet.  

 

 

 

 



 

The following is also followed on the day of Hartalika Teej: 

● Early morning bath with sesame and amala (Indian gooseberry) powder 

● Worshipping Lord Ganesh before worshipping Lord Shiva and Goddess 

Parvati 

● Applying mehndi on hands and feet 

● Some people refrain from sleep too 

● Food is offered to Brahmins and young girls(who haven’t bled yet) 

 

Jivitputrika is called Jeetiya in Bihar (dialect: Magadhi). It is a three-day festival 

celebrated from the seventh to the ninth lunar day of Krishna-Paksha in Ashwin 

month(Usually in September). This is also a nirjala vrath, i.e. one does not eat or 

drink anything for a day. Cuisine is an important part of this festival. Pitthi (similar 

to vermicelli but is made of wheat instead of semolina) and Khaja are a must on 

this day. 

  

                                 

            Khaja                                                                                 Pitthi 

  

 

The first day is known as Nahai-Khai. Mothers consume food only after having a 

bath. On this day, homage is also paid to all the departed mothers in the family. 

The second day is called Khur-Jeetiya or Jivitputrika day. A strict fast is observed 

without water. Mothers wear a red and yellow thread (symbolises long life, 

vitality and protection against enemies) 

The fast end on the third day with Parana. A variety of food and a special delicacy 

called Jhor Bhaat (Curry- Rice), Noni saag (Purslane) and Madua Roti (Millet) are 

prepared.  

 



 

 

 

Many other cultures and religions around the world fast throughout the year. 

While the duration, practice, and specific reasons differ, all fasts have similar 

goals of showing sacrifice and cleansing oneself.  

The purpose of fasting for Muslims is to learn self-restraint from indulgence in 

everyday pleasures, for self-discipline, to develop God-consciousness, to develop 

self-control, to purify the body, and to empathize with the poor and hungry. 

Whereas in Christianity, according to Sacred Tradition, fasting is done to guard 

against gluttony and impure thoughts, deeds and words. Fasting must always be 

accompanied by increased prayer and almsgiving. 

 

Analysis  

 

The first thing that comes to mind after looking at these traditions is how 

past-oriented the culture is (since tradition is guiding the decisions).  

 

According to Hofstede’s dimensions, it becomes quite clear that the tradition is 

highly oriented towards Masculinity as gender roles are highly differentiated. 

Women are portrayed as nurturing, whereas men are portrayed as the assertive 

person in the family. Moreover, all the festivities are traditionally for the 

well-being of men only.  

Collectivism is a highly observed trait in South Asia. These traditions are made, 

keeping in mind the well-being of one’s family. It is short-term oriented since the 

tradition is focused on the past. The tradition, current social hierarchy and 

fulfilment of social obligations are valued.  

 

Traditions are an important part of culture and times are changing. Gender 

fluidity is a necessity to curb the presence of discrimination in our culture. In my 

opinion, the best way forward is to hold on to the good values of the tradition 

(such as collectivism, abnegation, selflessness etc.) and move forward with more 

open-minded ideas which aim at bridging the stereotypical gender gap which is so 

prevalent in our society. 
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The superstition of the evil eye is one of the most widespread superstitions in India. Hinduism 

preaches that the eye is the most powerful point at which the body can give off energy. It is 

believed that the evil eye is the largest threat to anyone who had been praised too much, or 

received admiration beyond what they truly deserved would become so swollen with pride 

that he or she would bring about his or her own doom via the evil eye, which is believed to 

be able to cause physical and mental illness. Hindus believe that jealousy is at the root of the 

power of the evil eye, whether in the form of a malicious or admirable look. Interestingly, 

they also believe that the times of change in life –  as in during puberty, marriage, or childbirth 

are most vulnerable to the threat of the evil eye. It is also said that, even though men are 

capable of casting the evil eye, women are the most common sources of the glance. For this 

reason, in South India women will paint their eyelids black to protect themselves from the 

evil eye, and to prevent themselves from eyeing another with the look. In India, people 

blindly believe in the so-called bad effects of the evil eye. So a truck driver will write, “Buri 

nazar wale tera muh kaala”, literally meaning “If you look at my beautiful truck with an evil 

eye, may your face be blackened”. Or grandmothers will deliberately put a small black mark 

with an eyeliner (Kajal), on a newborn child’s cheek, again to protect it from the evil eye, 

saying “nazar lag jayegi”. 

 Sometimes an individual emits negative energy as he or she gets bad thoughts about an 

individual, animal or an object or feels envious of their success. These negative vibrations 

generated affect the individual, animal or object. This is termed as ‘being afflicted by evil-

eye’. For example, a child doing really well can be affected by the evil eye from other children 

being really jealous. Desirous thoughts are Raja-Tama-predominant. At a spiritual level Raja-

Tama are two of the three basic components that the universe is made up of namely Sattva, 

Raja and Tama - the Trigunas.  Sattva is closest to divinity, Raja is materials need of people 

and the Tama component is all the negative and harm casuing things in the world. The subtle-

body of a child is very sensitive and hence, gets afflicted adversely by these waves. If the 

proportion of jealousy or thoughts charged with hatred in the mind of a person against 



   
 

   
 

another person is above 30%, then that person can cause severe affliction by evil-eye on the 

other person. In this process of being afflicted by evil-eye, the proportion of distress felt by 

the other person is more at the psychological level than at the physical level. It got to such a 

level that in ancient India diseases which could not be explained by immediate, obvious 

causes were thought to be caused by the evil eye.  

 

Even after centuries practices of removing or preventing the evil eye is still followed: 

1. Method of casting off the evil-eye using Camphor : Camphor fragrance is believed to 

reduce the Raja component in the distressing vibrations and thereby drastically 

decreases their ability to function. A piece of camphor is held in the right hand and 

moved around the individual afflicted with the evil-eye three times in a clockwise 

direction from the feet to the head and then moved down again. Then, the camphor 

is burnt on the floor. When compared with other elements used for casting off the 

evil-eye, fragrance of camphor has greater capacity to absorb the distressing 

vibrations, congregate them in the camphor and then destroy them with the help of 

fire. Hence, it is not necessary to make any specific mudras(specific angle or posture) 

to attract negative energies. After moving the camphor around the person, it is not 

thrown into the coal but is kept on the ground and burnt. On burning the camphor, 

when the flame is steady and there is no smoke, it means that the individual is not 

afflicted by evil-eye. On in other extreme when the flame makes sound and 

extinguishes immediately then it means the individual is afflicted by evil-eye that is 

extremely harmful. When the waves that lead to death are active, the camphor 

extinguishes with a crackling noise. 

  

2. Method of casting off the evil-eye using Coconut : Coconut attracts positive as well as 

negative waves. Raja-Tama predominant waves are drawn into the coconut in a 

shorter time and because of the inherent sattvikta (Purity) of the coconut, they are 

disintegrated to a large extent inside the coconut. The coconut to be used for casting 

off the evil eye should be completely peeled off leaving just a tuft. Individual who is 

casting off the evil eye should hold the coconut in his cupped hands and stand in front 

of the afflicted individual. The tuft of the coconut should face the afflicted individual. 



   
 

   
 

The coconut is moved thrice in a clockwise direction from the feet to the head of the 

afflicted individual in a circular manner. Then circumambulate the afflicted individual 

three times. In case of mild or moderate distress to the afflicted individual, the 

coconut used for casting off the evil eye is broken at a junction of three roads. In case 

the distress of the afflicted individual is severe, the coconut used for casting off the 

evil eye should be broken in a Maruti temple(known to destroy the negative energies). 

3. Nimbu-Mirchi : It is perhaps one of the common practices. This combination is said to 

keep away evil eye. In ancient India, the tradition began using 7 chilies and 1 lemon. 

As per Hindu mythology, Goddess Lakshmi – the Goddess of prosperity and well-being 

has a sister – Alakshmi who is the Goddess of poverty and suffering. Lakshmi likes 

sweets while Alakshmi likes sour things – thus the lemon. People in the ancient India 

believed that Alakshmi would eat the nimbi-mirchi and go away from their homes and 

lives, without causing harm. That is why they tied the ‘nazar battoo’ on their 

possessions. There is a bit of science behind the lemon-chilly combination as they are 

known to be naturally occurring disinfectants that help purify the air around you – 

thereby aiding good health. Logically, if we insert a thread into the lemon and chilly, 

we are helping some of their juices to come out which might also act as pest-

repellents. These juices that were released may gradually vaporize into the air, 

thereby purifying it. 

 

4. Lemon in a glass of water: Placing lemon in a glass of water at workplace is said to 

absorb negative energy that might prove detrimental to smooth flow of work at office. 

It is said that the subtle Raja vibrations in gaseous form gain momentum and attract 

the Raja–Tama covering around the individual towards themselves and congregate 

them. Also Water is known to give out a lot of positive vibrations and lemon bursts all 

the negative energies in water. Therefore, this acts as a energy purifying reactor. 

5. Red chilies, mustard seeds and rock salt: Rotating red chilies and rock salt and mustard 

seeds around the face of the affected person removes bad effects of evil eye. It is 

taken in both hands and As the ritual is performed hands are separated by 

simultaneously move the right fist in clockwise direction from head to foot and left 



   
 

   
 

fist in anticlockwise direction from head to foot. Hands touch the ground as by 

touching the ground distressing vibrations are pulled into the ground. 

6. Broom sticks : The person who has the evil eye sits facing towards the east. 10 to 15 

broom sticks preferably new held upside down lit fire in front of person make three 

rotations clockwise and anti clockwise placing broom sticks far away outside the 

house. After it burns off completely then that burnt ash is put on the persons face tilak 

and a round botto(tikka) on left palm and left feet. 

These are just some practices in India that are followed the most. There are many more 

practices in other parts of India like babies and newborn infants will usually have their eye 

adorned with kajal, or eyeliner as it is believed in India that black wards off the evil eye or any 

evil auras. The umbilical cord of babies is often preserved and cast into a metal pendant, and 

tied to a black string, babies can wear this as a chain, bracelet or belt the belief, once more, 

is that this protects the infant from drishti (nazar is called drishti in places like Andhra Pradesh 

and Telangana). 

The evil eye was not first recorded in India but in Mesopotamian about 5,000 years ago in 

cuneiform on clay tablets, the evil eye may actually have originated as early as the Upper 

Paleolithic age(in ancient Greece and Rome). A belief in the evil eye is widespread on every 

continent. The Middle East, Asia, Europe, and Central America all fear the evil eye. In Shahih 

Muslim Book 26, the prophet Muhammad warns about the dangers of the evil eye and says 

that one must take a bath in order to counteract the effects of the evil eye’s power. In Islamic 

cultures instead of praising an adorable child, one is supposed to say that “God has willed” 

the child’s good lucks, or risk endangering the youth. Ashkenazi Jews also believe that 

excessive praise causes a vulnerability to the evil eye, and will repeat a Yiddish phrase, “Keyn 

aynhoreh!” meaning “no evil eye” in order to protect against it. In South America, Brazil holds 

a superstition equivalent to the evil eye known as the “fat eye.” Compliments which are 

sincere are not feared to cause the evil eye to attack as in other countries, but insincere 

compliments are thought to put one at stake. In Europe, The largest source of the evil eye 

was believed to be witches. Germans feared those with red eyes. In Ireland, those with 

squinty eyes were feared to be evil eye sorcerers. In Italy, the unibrow was another sign that 

one would cast an evil eye. In Bangladesh pretty young women would have a secret dot 

drawn in kohl behind their ears to protect against the evil eye. The Greeks have many more 

remedies against the evil eye like in some villages, the fur of a bear would be burned to cure 

the curse. In others, a gypsy would massage the forehead to get rid of the ill effects of the 

evil eye. The most popular method of escaping the evil eye’s effects in many cultures is by 

the use of evil eye talismans, evil eye symbols, and evil eye jewelry. These are meant to 

“reflect” the power of the evil look. One of the most powerful examples of the evil eye amulet 

in the Middle East and Africa is the Hamsa(mostly in Jewish cultures), also known as the 

“Hand of Fatima.” The hamsa is a hand-shaped symbol with the evil eye on the palm that is 



   
 

   
 

supposed to protect against the evil eye. In Istanbul blue evil eye beads that protect against 

the evil eye underwent a widespread circulation which later spread to Assyrians, Greeks, 

Romans and Ottomans.  

                      

Analysis : 

The usage of the evil hasn’t deviated even a little over the course of the millennia. People still 

affixing the evil eye to the sides of planes in the same way that the Egyptians and Etruscans 

painted the eye on the prows of their ships to ensure safe passage. It’s still a tradition in 

Turkey and India to bring an evil eye token to newborn babies, echoing the belief that young 

children are often the most susceptible to the curse. This shows that the present culture has 

been encultured from the past culture.  

The idea of the evil eye has been spread to India by acculturation of our ancestors with 

Egyptians or Greeks. But since the practices followed by us and by them to remove the evil 

eye is different it can be Integration of our cultural practices with their ideas. 

The fear of the evil eye did not carry over to America, except in the form of a metaphor. This 

is because America being a High context society did not abide their lifestyle on these 

metaphors. Where as, all low context cultures including India believe the effects of the evil 

eye and hence express emotions like ego and pride using these evil eye metaphors.  

The value orientation of India can be said to be mixed in terms of human nature since its 

believed that people can cause nazar(evil) but people can also take it away(good), like some 

rituals of removing the evil eye are performed by making the person who gave the evil eye 

sit with the person the evil eye given to and take it back(Making evil do good). Also relation 

with nature of Indians is in harmony since evil can be given and take away also by animals 

and certain types of plants. In terms of human activity countries that believe in the evil eye 

are mostly ‘being’ values oriented, as they accept things the way the happen and find 

remedies for them in the future.  



   
 

   
 

The Greek culture can be termed as Hierarchical as the only people believed to be able to 

remove the evil eye are Gypsis, who are born and raised in a certain way. The modern Indian 

culture is mostly Collateral and Collective but also high power distance as the oldest member 

of the family is considered the wisest and is supposed to perform the rituals needed to 

remove the evil eye.  

Indian culture can also be put under high uncertainty avoidance culture in this case. Since, 

there are hundreds of methods and rituals that are performed all over India that protect 

people for the evil eye curse.  

The removal of evil eye gets people to believe that they have lost all negative emotions and 

then they go about by their lives positive and happy. This sort of works like a placebo. 

Placebos are pills without any chemical properties – empty medicines – given to patients so 

that they think that they are taking the medicines and getting better when in reality they are 

getting better on their own.  From a low context point of view the myth of the evil eye seems 

to make a lot of sense in our current world. The idea that too much fame, fortune, success, 

or praise can bring about one’s downfall makes us reinforce the notion of the evil eye. 
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CREMATION OF THE DEAD 

 

Death is always associated with a very grim atmosphere. The ritual of cremation of the dead 

has overtime morphed itself into the different religions and cultures of India and the world 

and has taken a different shape in each of the cultures. It is very interesting to see how this 

practice has been given its own meaning in each of these different cultures. Cremation is 

the process of disposition of the body by burning. It is practised in Hinduism, Sikhism, 

Jainism, Buddhism and throughout the world.  

Antiyesti which means ‘last sacrifice’ refers to the funeral rites of the dead in Hinduism. 

According to the Hindu funeral customs, the body remains at home before the funeral 

ritual. The last rites are usually performed either a day or two after death. The body is 

washed and wrapped in white cloth if the dead is a man or a widow.  A red cloth is wrapped 

around the body if it is a woman whose husband is still alive. The big toes are tied together 

with a string and a Tilak (red, yellow or white mark) is placed on the forehead. A lamp is lit 

near the deceased’s head. This symbolizes a light to guide the soul as loved ones gather 

around to pray.  

Flowers may be sent to the grieving family or loved ones of the deceased ahead of time. 

However, no gifts or flowers should be brought to the funeral. Mourners who attend the 

funeral ceremony should not wear black. It is customary for guests and family members to 

wear white, without covering their head. Women should dress conservatively, covering their 

arms and knees.  

The deceased’s body is carried to the cremation ground near a river or a waterbody, by 

family and friends, and placed on a pyre with feet facing south. At the cremation site, 

typically, the eldest son of the deceased, first bathes himself and then along with the priest 

presides over the ceremony. Mourners and family members chant hymns and prayers. The 

priest reads the scripture. Mantras are read to purify the cremation grounds and scare away 

the spirits. Offerings are made to Agni, the fire god. Often, some leaves of tulsi, rice or holy 

water from the Ganga is placed into the mouth of the deceased. The body is anointed with 

ghee and laid on a pyre made of bamboo or wood.  

The eldest son or lead cremator then draws three lines signifying Yama(deity of the dead), 

Kala (time, deity of cremation) and the dead. The son lights a torch with the fire from a black 

earthen pot and takes the torch and an earthen pot filled with water and walks around the 

pyre seven times. Afterwards the pot is smashed, throwing it over his shoulder so it breaks 

near the head, symbolizing the break with earth. The torch is used to light the funeral pyre: 

at the foot of a deceased woman or at the head of a deceased man. A ritual called kapala 

kriya is performed in which the burning skull is pierced with a stave to make a hole to 

release the spirit. 

All those who attend the cremation and are exposed to the dead body or cremation smoke 

take a shower as soon as possible after the cremation, as the cremation ritual is considered 

unclean and polluting. The cold collected ash from the cremation is later consecrated to the 



nearest river or sea. Family members observe a mourning period of 13 days. In some 

regions, the male relatives of the deceased shave their head.  

Ancient cremation was often used as a means of honouring those having showed extreme 

bravery on the battlefield, as well as those possessing high positions within ancient 

governments. For instance, Roman emperors were subject to majestic rituals upon their 

death, including a release of eagles above funeral pyres as homage to the passage of the 

soul into the afterlife. 

Cremation is said to have originated in India with the Aryans or their non-Aryan 

predecessors. Burning the bodies of the dead was an ancient rite and practice in India. It 

was observed among Buddhists, Hindus and Jains from well before the start of the Common 

Era and was later adopted by Sikhs. Although not all Hindus practised cremation, burning 

the dead historically helped demarcate these religious communities from Muslims and 

Christians, for whom burial was the norm, and from India’s Parsi community who exposed 

their dead on Towers of Silence. Most lower caste deceased were buried. 

 Cremation, by some has been associated with fire sacrifice and human sacrifice. Cremation 

was far more widely practised in India than anywhere else. Until the 1870s cremation was 

widely regarded in the West as inhumane and abhorrent, un-Christian, and evidence of 

Hindus’ “heathen” ways and “barbaric” customs. Before the 1860s Hindu cremation was 

unregulated by state agency, occurring in places, usually close to a river or by the sea, where 

the ashes could be immersed in water and preferably in sacred rivers, such as the Ganges. 

In Hinduism, it is believed that when a person dies, the soul which represents the person 

departs, and death only occurs to the body. Fire is the chosen method to dispose of the 

dead because of its association with purity and its power to scare away harmful ghosts, 

demons and spirits. The fire god Agni is asked to consume the physical body and create its 

essence in heaven in preparation for transmigration. The white clothes worn by the 

mourners and the family members signifies the pious occasion of the soul being freed from 

the world. Cremations are still associated with sacrifices. The god Pushan is asked to accept 

the sacrifice and guide the soul to its proper place in the afterlife. Cremation of the 

deceased releases the spiritual essence of the individual from its physical body so that it can 

be reborn. Hinduism believes in the rebirth and reincarnation of souls. The soul is a sacred 

entity that is part of a limited being which is attached to all the impurities of the world. 

Death is, of course, a natural process, but it is also considered as a way for new beginning 

for the soul. It is a resting period during which it recuperates, reassembles its resources, 

adjusts its course and returns to the earth to continue its journey. This recycling of life 

continues until the soul finds its true nature. This is referred to as Brahma. 

Many Hindus choose one or more of those gods to serve and worship. This process can take 

up many lifetimes. Therefore, with each death, they strive to move closer to Brahma. They 

believe that when the body dies, the soul departs through the top of their head. It then lives 

on in a different form after a regrouping. That form can be human, animal, insect, or even 

plant. Hindus are avid believers of karma. They feel that by suffering, they cancel out past 

negative deeds. This is accomplished by fasting, confession, and intense prayer, to name a 



few. Hindus are frequently seen with their heads shaved, which is a way for them to make 

sacrifice. Their karma helps to determine the form in which they are reborn in the next life. 

In Hinduism, funeral is a sacrament just as the birth of an individual. It is rightly compared to 
a sacrifice and termed as the last rite. Upon death, Hindus are cremated based on the belief 
that a jiva is made up of five elements of Prakriti (nature) which need to be returned to their 
source upon its death. Of them fire, earth, water and air belong to the body and come from 
this world, whereas the fifth element the ether (fine matter) belongs to the domain of the 
subtle body and comes from the higher worlds. By cremating the body, the elements are 
rightfully returned to their respective spheres, while the subtle body along with soul returns 
to the worlds beyond for the continuation of its afterlife. All the holy rivers join the sea and 
by throwing the ash into the sea, it is believed that it is mixed with all the holy rivers in the 
world. As such the soul can also be reborn in any part of the world. 

Hindu funeral rites have a twin purpose. They are meant to ensure a soul's happy migration 

and habitation in the other world and save its family members from the aftereffects of 

pollution consequent upon the death of a kin. According to Hindu beliefs, when a person 

dies, irrespective of whether he is far or near, his family members are polluted by the very 

process of his death and remain so for some time till the soul completes its journey to the 

other world and till they are purified through rituals. It is believed that our soul is sent to 

three places during its journey to eternity to face the consequences of sins committed 

during our lifetime. So is the case with others who come to see the corpse or enter the 

house where it is placed.  And these three places are called Nagaram, Rouravam and 

Maharouravam. Water is not available at these three places and hence a pot hill of water is 

brought round the body three times and then broken. Thereafter, it is believed wherever 

the soul is, there will be enough supply of water.  The family members of the deceased must 

remain isolated and stay away from social engagements for some time before the situation 

returns to normalcy. The Hindu law books prescribe the recitation of Vedic hymns near a 

corpse. 

Cremation is performed in most Western countries. The process of cremation is usually not 

given any religious significance. Open fires are not used. Instead, the body is placed in a 

chamber where intense heat transforms it in an hour or two to a few pounds of white, 

powdery ash that is disposed of in accordance with law and sentiment. The ashes of the 

deceased are usually placed in an urn and stored in a place of honour in the house or 

scattered in a place of emotional significance. This creates a sense of closeness to the 

deceased.  

Most people choose cremation over burial because it is more environmental and cost-

effective. It is cheaper than burial because there is no expense of a burial plot or grave 

opening. The entire process of cremation in these countries is more of a documented 

process and doesn’t have any significant meaning or custom attached to it. 

Cold countries like Sweden, however, practices a culture of ‘delayed funerals’. Most of the 

funerals in Sweden are conducted almost a month after death. The funeral ceremony is only 

conducted when the family of the deceased is not bound by other important engagements. 



This culture is practised very prominently, so much so that a deadline of two months is given 

to Swedes to bury their dead. This is also seen in the huge size of the morgues that are in 

Sweden. There is usually no mourning or sadness associated with death, rather more of an 

obligation to cremate or bury the dead. 

Cremation in modern India consists of electric cremation or incineration of the body. This is 

has become more prevalent in recent times due to less cost and less waste of resources. 

This sacred and religious custom of cremation has now been accultured with the funeral 

culture of the West. This is seen as more practical but also shunned by orthodox or value 

oriented Hindus. E Halls concept of high context and low context can be seen through the 

differences in the funeral process of high context culture countries like India in which every 

part of the process is symbolic and has greater meaning and low context cultures like 

Western and Scandinavian countries which have a scheduled and informal funeral 

ceremony. The funeral process of Sweden also shows its monochronic culture.  

The approach to culture as proposed by Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck proves to be well fitting 

in the fact that the value orientation of the basic human nature in the cremation ritual in 

India, is the soul is innately good while the impurities of the world corrupts it and hence 

cremation is performed to ensure rejuvenation of the soul while the body is burnt and 

returned to its basic elements on Earth.  It also shows the significance of spiritual value 

rather that materialism. The integration of technology and the custom of cremation shows 

the futuristic mindset of the West,  whereas the Indian culture and traditions show that its 

values are rooted in the past. 

According to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, cremation in India shows a collectivistic culture 

where there is gathering of family, friends and acquaintances of the deceased and all the 

mourners take part in the funeral ceremony.  

Ethnocentrism is also seen the way the West considered the cremation ritual to be barbaric 

as they considered burial of the dead to be the norm. Cremations were also made illegal in 

the United Kingdom in 1930. 

As the earth’s population grows, there are more and more burial plots needed, which 

means land is being used that can’t be reused at a later date. Cremation is often marketed 

as a more environmentally friendly option than traditional embalmment and casket burial. 

In India, Hindus have a long tradition of cremating relatives on an open-air pyre. This 

requires cutting down millions of trees, and the practice contributes to air and river 

pollution since most pyre cremations occur near water. 

India served as a model for the West in its idea of cremation even though open air 

cremations were not suitable for the environment and resources. It resulted in creation of a 

technology like the incinerator to tackle this issue. However, when this Western cremation 

technology was introduced to India, it didn’t gain much favour, given the attachment of 

those who already followed cremation there. Growing public and scientific support for 

cremation in the West did, however, help create the institutional and social space for the 

older form of cremation to be retained and incorporated into the modern world. Rather 

than becoming obsolete, open-air cremation became a symbol of their faith and identity for 



the Indians. It acquired prominence as a Western technological solution to an Indian 

problem of urban waste-disposal. 

The controlled use of fire was one of the most ancient and elementary technologies known 

to humans. However, here, fire is used as an instrument of purification and destruction. The 

Indian culture of cremation provides a new perspective on death. The idea of a funeral not 

being a sorrowful occasion, rather being a day of liberation for the soul, is a fascinating 

concept.  While the primary rationale behind this ritual was religious, to free the soul from 

the defunct body and prepare for the afterlife, sanitary arguments are made for cremation.  
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