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The Masta deities of Western Nepal are believed to incarnate themselves in medi-
ums or dhamis and alleviate misfortunes including healing illness and avenge injustices.
The data drawn from a Brahman village in Western Nepal focus upon four main
strands of arguments: the stratification of religion or the structure of the local pan-
theon; the difference between oracles and shamans; popular Hindu explanation for mis-
fortunes; and the relation between supernatural sanctions and the Hindu judicial system.

The possession cult of a Brahman village appears at first glance like a paradoxical
phenomenon. However, the natives have a view to connect spirit possession and
priesthood : the incarnating deities and their powers are visible while the hidden gods
and their powers are invisible. The invisible is superior to the visible in supreme reality
and the latter is paramount in mundane reality.

In the Masta cult ecstatic communication with the superhurman is not limited to
dhamis. These dhamis differ from the shamans in terms of their lack of apprentice-
ship and their association with shrines which are owned by each patrilineal unit.
Healing power is the distinguishing feature of possession cult but dkamis cannot deal
with every kind of supernatural force. A scheme of popular Hindu explanations of
misfortune outline the possibility of remedy.

Appeals to Masta deities to intervene in disputes and administer justice are
regarded as an alternatives to those to the king or a law court. In Hindu society the
king and his representatives hold judicial authority. Both the god and the king are
regarded as sustaining the order or dharma. Supernatural sanctions are institutional-

ized to support Hindu legal codes or the law of the village.
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