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Is Sacred space a human Construct or a Natural phenomenon? Discuss this question through a research project with reference to works of at least three theorists.
Mother Ganga, the river, a living Goddess. A real or socially constructed phenomena?


Introduction:
It is of significance to make immediate note that the cultural, psychological, and geographical factors are the characteristics which signify the sacredness held by a particular space. The aim of this research project is to decipher whether the Ganga is sacred due to human conceptualisation or participation, or whether Her sacredness may be viewed as an ontological phenomenon. Or indeed do both elements combine to insight a super sacredness? Do the alarming levels of pollution effect these claims, and whether the designated ‘Namami Gange’ project will act to restore Her vital elements? I intend to rely heavily on my own 25years of experience with Ganga to contribute to the dialogue. To deliberate an answer, I have employed primarily Eliade (1907-1936), and Durkheim (1858-1917), and Belden C. Lane. Eliade comments, ‘The Cosmos in its entirety can become a hierophany.’[footnoteRef:1] Eliade continues, ‘The Sacred is saturated with being.’[footnoteRef:2] These explanations can be contrasted with Durkheim, who said, ‘For our definition of the sacred is that it is something added to and above the real.' [footnoteRef:3] There is the connotation of an intrinsic and fundamental inherency in Eliade’s understanding of the sacred, compared to the sociological emphasis favoured by Durkheim. Whereas there is the interesting combination in Lanes appreciation, as can be seen,’[I]nvestigate both interior and exterior (existential and cultural) dimensions of the analysis of places identified as sacred.’[footnoteRef:4] 	 [1:  Mircea Eliade. The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion (USA: Harvest Book press, 1957), p.12.]  [2:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p.12.]  [3:  Emile Durkheim. The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (Inc, Mineola, N.Y: Dover Publications, 2008), p.207. ]  [4:  Belden C. Lane. Landscapes of the Sacred (USA: The John Hopkins University Press, 2002), p.39.] 

Context:
The Ganga is heavily polluted. Does this act as a form of violation and create a varying perspective to Her claims of sacredness. One of scepticism and confusion. Former PM Moodi has authorised (back in 2014) a Massive 3B$ cleanup project, ‘Namami Ganga’ (launched in 2015) is currently underway.                                                                         
Below, in Fig1: Ganga Rishikesh sides. A beautiful reflection of Her natural and inherent sacredness.
[image: ] (Fig 1. Photograph: Rishikesh; taken by friend Fiaz Mir, last year 4/25)
Academic Rationale:
The reasoning behind choosing the Ganga as a research project is twofold. Firstly, it is critical that the Gange Namami is used too beneficial effect, as this is a pressing contemporary concern. Secondly, I am passionate about Ganga Devi, to the extent that She appears in my home temple (see fig 7). I am inspired to include Durkheimian concepts of participation and Ritual, and the theory that the location is decreed as sacred and valued as a place holding superior rights due to the ‘collective consciousness;’ consequently, the place will be held in high esteem. To quote Durkheim, ‘But collective consciousness is something more than a mere epiphenomenon of its morphological basis,’ [footnoteRef:5] The practise of daily ritual on the banks of the Ganges is unmatched and unique, in sheer magnitude of devotion alone. Do these rituals validate the claims that the Ganga is a living representation of the Goddess? [5:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, p. 208.] 

                                                                                                                                                         
Below in Fig2: there is the standard daily 9pm Ganga Aarti in Kashi. A clear depiction revealing the intensity of daily worship. 
[image: ]
(Fig 2. Kashi: Photo taken from the internet: source CCYYSA)
Emile Durkheim, ‘Sensual representations are in a perpetual flux; they come after each other like the waves of a river, and even during the time that they last, they do not remain the same thing. Each of them is an integral part of the precise instant when it takes place. We are never sure of again finding a perception such as we experienced it the first time; for if the thing perceived has not changed, it is we who are no longer the same.’[footnoteRef:6] Therefore, deducing the fact that every experience is unique, and may never to be repeated. As in the case of the Ganga, the moment-to-moment reality of truth can be experienced as smoothly as the constant stream which contributes to the unique experiences offered by Ganga. [6:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life,  p. 213.] 

 When explaining the natural phenomena which is Ganga. It is fitting to refer to Eliade and his concept of the Hierophany, the revealment of the sacred reality in and amongst the profane (or normal). The experience of taking a dip in the Ganga can be likened to the eruption of sacred energy or the awakening to Divinity (the Hierophany). Following a dip, the sacred is experienced.


Considerations on Reflexivity: 
My passion of Ganga opens doors that may otherwise not have been explored. The intimate relationship that I assume, of Ganga being Goddess and Mother allowed for certain avenues to be entertained. So, although a certain bias and persuasion may be delivered, it is feasible to suggest, that it was through this passion I have for Ganga, new exploratory ways of comprehending have been administered.
Reflexivity connotes the requirement to reflect on one’s own preconceptions throughout. As Pearson notes ‘assessment of the insider/outsider position suggesting that, rather than being essentially problematic, such a position can in fact be advantageous to the researcher, the research and the researched community.’ [footnoteRef:7] Pearson continues; ‘However, if the two perspectives can be combined, then perhaps we can move toward a study of religion which provides a depth of understanding which is both ethical and informative, and which denies the value of neither the religious community nor that of the academy.’[footnoteRef:8] I am considered both, the Insider and Outsider. Reasons being; my origin is not of an Indian ethnicity and am only exposed to the physical river on the occasional voyage. Simultaneously I am an insider who knows and promotes the sanctity of the waters of Ganga and has a position in the Juna Acharya (2021 received Diksha/initiation into the Naga sadhu lineage); a direct consequence of this, is a deep and intimate relationship with Ganga. Or in the words of Eliade, ‘[T]he diksha, ritually transforms the sacrificer into an embryo and causes him to be born a second time.’[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Jo Pearson. Going Native in Reverse: The Insider as Researcher in British Wicca, Vol5, No1, pp. 52- 63 (USA: University of California Press, oct 2001), p.53. ]  [8:  Pearson, Going Native in Reverse, p.58.]  [9:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane. P197.] 

Methodology:
In the creation of this paper, I have adopted Lane’s perspective on participant observation, also I have embraced methods described by Jack Hunter in the Greening the Paranormal; ‘Initially, psychic naturalism draws from naturalistic observation, oral history and testimonial collection, new humanities scholarship that integrates participant-experience,.’[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Elorah Fangrad, et al. Psychic Naturalism: Jack, Hunter. Greening the Paranormal: Exploring the Ecology of Extraordinary Experience (August Night Press, 2019), p.240.] 

The research methodology I employed was of ‘participant observer. As Werner Heisenberg remarks, ’we are not only spectators but also always participants on the stage of life.’[footnoteRef:11] The use of transcendental phenomenology shall be employed throughout this research project, inspired by Edmund Husserl (German philosopher, 1859-1938) and his variation of epoche and the use of brackets. ‘Husserl noted that the phenomenological study of consciousness is emphatically not the same as the psychological study of consciousness, for the researcher is seeking to observe and describe, not explain in terms of pre-ordained categories.’[footnoteRef:12] I shall be employing qualitative methods, drawing on my own phenomenological engagement with Ganga, recorded over a 25year period. I will reflect on these experiences, with regards and reference to theory, and will use them to decipher whether the Ganga is inherently sacred, or whether Her sacredness is bestowed by socially constructed valuation.  [11:  Werner Heisenberg. The Representation of Nature in Contemporary Physics: Daedalas, Vol 87, No3 , Symbolism in Religion and Literature. (Summer 1958), p.100. featured in Nicholas, Campion. The Harmony Debates. (Wales: Sophia Centre Press, 2020), p. 364.]  [12:  Edmund Husserl. Phenomenology and the Crisis of Philosophy, trans. Quentin Lauer. New York: (Harper and Row, 1965), pp 90-91.] 

I also wish to pose some fundamental questions concerning Ganga. Such as ‘what is this place,’ ‘what is drawn to Her,’ ‘What is alien to Her,’ ‘What is destructive, and what supports Ganga.’ It is feasible to say that Ganga is a Sacred River, a spiritual magnet for millions of pilgrims. She does not differentiate or judge, hence there is nothing alien to Her. She will wash, bath, and nourish without discrimination; the destructive elements are the tanneries and dams. And the Bhakta’s (devotee’s) performing ritual activity are what supports Ganga. We may also question ‘what happens in this place,’ what is the nature of wholeness, which the different bodies engaged with and what do they contribute to? How does Ganga maintain Herself and what are Her homeostatic qualities’ what are the ethics surrounding Ganga, and for who is She considered sacred.’ To answer these questions, let us mention, a great deal of ritual activity and worship occurs on the banks of Ganga. She is also a cremation ground and there are many ‘burning ghats’ along her shores. Ganga naturally maintains Herself and is fed from the glaciers in the Himalaya. The ethics are one of reverence and sanctity. Although this is contradicted by the amounts of rubbish disposed, without conscious consideration. Finaly, it is feasible to mention that Ganga is sacred to most. Many millions rely directly on Her for her life-giving waters and around the world there are multiple millions of devotees who value Ganga as a living representation of a Goddess. Those who do not recognise Her sacredness may be trapped by a material evaluation of mind, a limited approach that will focus on Her brown sludgy appearance like waters and disturbing constituencies. Therefore, being in a state of disgust and failing to tribute to Her the honour of Divine Personhood.                                                                                                         
Below is Fig3 and the ‘dead river’ of Kanpur.
[image: ]
(Fig 3: Kanpur ‘the dead river’: Photo sourced from Internet)
Literature review:
Sacred:
In his book, The Sacred and The Profane, Eliade focuses on the sacred, bringing attention to the notion of a sacred place acting as a linear passage, or as a portal into the Godly realm. ‘But the irruption of the sacred does not only project a fixed point into the formless fluidity of profane space, a centre into chaos; it also effects a break in plane (between earth and heaven) and makes possible ontological passage from one mode of being to another.’[footnoteRef:13] The concept of the sacred acting as a linear passage, can be noted as a genuine reflection of experience with Ganga; Ganga elevates one’s consciousness towards the higher realms. [13:   Eliade. The Sacred And The Profane, p.63.] 

[bookmark: _Int_Kk9DkQtH]Durkheim stated that ‘If among certain peoples the ideas of sacredness, the soul and God are to be explained sociologically, it should be presumed scientifically that, in principle, the same explanation is valid for all the people among whom these same ideas are found with the same essential characteristics.’ [footnoteRef:14] Durkheim continues to deliver the notion that it is through participation that the beliefs into the sacred are actualised. More precisely, it is through a ’collective consciousness’ - a shared belief- that affirms and sustains the sacredness of a place. In the words of Durkheim ‘Now these beliefs are active only when they are partaken by the many.’[footnoteRef:15] Inciting the belief that it is only through ‘collective consciousness’ and weight of opinion, does a place have considered value and sanctity. Durkheim further elaborates on the significance of the shared belief;’’[t]he collective consciousness is the highest form of the psychic life, since it is the consciousness of the consciousness.’ [footnoteRef:16] This factor is also clearly administered regarding Ganga, with multiple of millions of devotees sharing praise of Ganga and flocking to Her banks on pilgrimage. Lucien Levy Bruhl, ’The human person exists through his sharing in the essence of the group.’ [footnoteRef:17] Through one’s participation, more accurately put, it is through one’s intention one can experience the Ganga in a multitude of ways. From the Divine awakening of Eliade’s hierophany, to Rudolf Otto (1869-1937) conception of experiencing the ‘numinous’ (glimpsing something beyond the veil) and ‘tremendum’, the terrifying aspects, ‘the fear of God’[footnoteRef:18], which may act towards the nullification of ego. Ganga offers the full range of experiences [14:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (Mineola, N.Y: Dover Publications, 2008), p. 204.]  [15:  Durkheim. The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, p209.]  [16:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, p. 218.]  [17:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think (France: Ravenio Books 1910), p.134.]  [18:  Rudolf Otto. The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the non-rational Factor in the idea of the Divine and its Relation to the Rational. Translated by John W Harvey, 2nd edition. (Oxford University Press, 1950).] 

If one does not participate then, one may not sense any possible sacred elements in the place. We may also take note to Lane’s notion of intention; ‘You can tred upon the sacred without entering it.’[footnoteRef:19]  Leading one to ask the question, does everyone experience the same sort of revelation; or for some, is the Ganges too dirty to be truly revered as a Goddess? This of course depends on one’s affiliation and subsequent interpretations. How one is to approach the Ganga depends on how one is connected, and this has dramatic effects on one’s experience. Lane mentions how,’ Sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made extraordinary. ‘ [footnoteRef:20] Which is not the case when one speaks of Ganga. It would fail do Her justice if we referred to Her as ’ordinary,’ for She is far from this.  [19:  Beldon C Lane, Landscapes of The Sacred (United States: John Hopkins press, 2002), p.19.]  [20:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p. 19.] 

Experience of Nature Mysticism:
The River Ganga is a place where the mystic of nature is revealed and experienced. Where consciousness transcends accordingly, to form a Divine realisation.
[bookmark: _Int_Qwxs1Rin]I used 2 online academic documentaries on Ganga. Which along with the study of 4 relevant scripture’s makes up the primary sources I engaged with to tackle the given question.
1. River to Heaven (Ariel Production). Here we have comments depicting Ganga as both being on a metaphysical and spiritual plane, as mentioned by one of the Mahatmas (great saint) videoed, and how visiting the Ganga eradicates all trace of evil.[footnoteRef:21] To quote Durkheim, ‘he believes that he is saved from evil, under whatever form he may conceive this evil.’ [footnoteRef:22] This quote captures the essence of what the Mahatma portrayed. And can be referred to as the general cosmology held by faithful Sanatan Dharma (Hindu) members concerning the Ganga’s liberation element. [21:  Gayle Ferraro. Ariel Productions, River to Heaven, 2005. https://video-alexanderstreet-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/watch/ganges-river-to-heaven?utm_campaign=Video&utm_medium=MARC&utm_source=aspresolver [11/2025].]  [22:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p.205.] 


2. India’s effort to clean up Sacred but polluted Ganges River. An academic documentary focused on the contamination of the Ganges. In this documentary it was reported by one of the designated managers of Gange Namami clean-up effort; that people say that “the river remains pure regardless;” and how this attitude poses more problems for the Ganga. [footnoteRef:23] The documentary fuelled the fire of confusion and despair. For how it is possible that a river revered as a Goddess can be violated to the incredible extents She suffers.
 [23:  Sam Lazaro. Arlington, VA: NewsHour productions. India’s effort to clean up sacred but polluted Ganges River, 2020.https://video-alexanderstreet-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/watch/india-s-effort-to-clean-up-sacred-but-polluted-ganga-river?utm_campaign=Video&utm_medium=MARC&utm_source=aspresolver [11/2025].] 

Below in Fig5: we have a photograph showing the litter, pollution, and ecological ignorance. 
[image: ](Fig 5. Photo taken from the internet: source CCYYSA)
Online commentary, ‘Mother Ganga’, states how ‘The Ganga, revered as a goddess in Hinduism, is more than just a river; it is the thread that weaves through India's cultural, spiritual, and ecological fabric. Originating from the lofty Himalayas and flowing over 2,500 kilometres to the Bay of Bengal, the Ganga has inspired mythology, nourished civilization, sustained millions of lives. Its divine journey, enriched by its cultural and social marvels, makes it a symbol of eternal life and purity.’[footnoteRef:24] Ganga is admired as sacred, considered Divine and worshipped by a multiple of people worldwide. Her inherent sanctity is reinforced by the sheer scale of ritual activity. [24:  Anon, The Sacred Journey of the Ganga: Mythology, Heritage and Significance (Online, Dharmik vibes, 2025), p.2.] 

Holy Scriptures:
I have Used Scriptural writings/primary sources, referring to the Maha-Puranas; Ganga Mahatmya, Ganga Stotra, Devi Bhagavata Purana, written by the sage Veda Vyasa; supplying me with evidence and description of the Divine nature held by Ganga, the daughter of Brahma. The River Ganga is revered as a living Goddess and there are at least 4 scriptures (noted above) in the Sanatan Dharma pantheon devoted to Her worship and acknowledgement.

Social Factors and Calls for Activism:  
The Sacred Journey of the Ganga. This article provides details on the social function of Ganga. Feeding the argument that the sacred aspect of Ganga is of a socially constructed nature. Which of course, Durkheim would concur. ’They not only come from society, but the things which they express are of a social nature.’[footnoteRef:25] Which exemplifies Durkheimian rationale concerning sociology being of prime significance. [25:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, p.216.] 

The Sacred Ganga River-based Cultural Landscape. Midway through this article there is the very interesting observation ‘when we see intense exploitation of natural resources from within and from outside; furthermore, rituals of burning and dumping human corpses in the Ganga go against environmental ethics, albeit justified by religious traditions.’[footnoteRef:26] Indicating there may be friction between what is religiously prescribed and the wishes of nature. The article then continues with reference to the natural sanctification of Holy Rivers, ‘With the focal point on Shiva, as the main deity with His abode in the snow clad peaks, a variety of gods and goddesses of the Hindu pantheon are worshipped; the rivers too are worshipped, with the prime position given to the goddess Ganga and Yamuna taking pride of place.’[footnoteRef:27] Hereby providing conclusive evidence that the Ganga is indeed considered a Goddess and as a Being who receives worship. [26:  P.S Ramakrishnan, The Sacred Ganga River-based Cultural Landscape, (Taylor and Francis, 2003), p.11.]  [27:  Ramakrishan, The Sacred Ganga River, p.11.] 

[bookmark: _Int_vQlwlU4K]I shall finish with an article on the dams, which prevent the natural flow and healing of the Ganga. River Dialogues: Hindu faith and the Political Ecology of Dams on the Sacred Ganges. The article begins stating its objective, ‘aims to challenge observers of environmental campaigns to acknowledge the contingency, ambiguity, and positive political potential inherent in lived experiences of devotion to sacred entities that are also natural resources.’  [footnoteRef:28] Georgina Drew goes on to appeal to the government in New Delhi to prohibit future dam construction. She further pushes the belief and practise of ecological virtues and comments ‘The activists justify their claim that the Ganges is an exceptional river not directly with her importance to Hindu practise of worship, but with their belief that the river was actually created through human intervention;...Out of this exceptional origin story, the line of argument goes, emerges the Ganga’s sacredness and the need to treat her differently from other rivers. Numerous references in Hindu scripture are made to the importance placed on her free flow in order to attain her own purity and sacredness.’[footnoteRef:29] An accurate account of the sanctity held by Ganga. She finally concludes her paper with Her statement revealing her persuasion too activism, ‘Political ecology needs more religiously attuned analysis, especially when resources are revered.’[footnoteRef:30] Hereby, concluding our talk of literature. Where we may detect the emphasis on the inherent sacredness held by Ganga; yet simultaneously one must appreciate the social dimensions, being of fundamental importance. [28:  Georgina Drew, Hindu Faith and the Political Ecology of Dams on the sacred Ganga (The George Washington University Institute, 2018), p.55.]  [29:  Drew, Hiindu Faith and the Political Ecology of Dams on the sacred Ganga, p.57.]  [30:  Drew, Hindu Faith, p.57.] 

Field Work and Discussion:
Below there is a video clip of the first dip (Maha Sankranti) of the Maha Kumbh Mella 2025, Prayaag, which is a 12yearly celebration taking place on the confluence of the Ganga, Yamuna and invisible (underground) Sarasvati rivers. ‘[I]t is with the structure of the sacred time actualised in festivals.’[footnoteRef:31] It is a supremely powerful event; one which I have been fortunate to participate on two separate occasions, firstly in 2007 and again in 2019. There is the clear and apparent notion of Eliade’s hierophany; I distinctly remember being connected by a heavenly cord and spiritually charged and rejuvenated throughout the months spent celebrating this event; the general feeling is that of intense Divine connection. Although with a record number of 400 million pilgrims being attracted to the 2025 144year alignment (of seven planets) celebration of Maha Kumbh Mela, it is impossible to ignore Durkheim, Levy Bruhl’s and  Lanes concept of human participation and ritual activity; as being of equal significance.‘ The places become valued in proportion to the number and power of stories that are attached to them.‘[footnoteRef:32] Giving magnanimous consideration to the Ganga.  [31:  Eliade. The Sacred and The Profane, p 88.]  [32:  Lane. Landscapes of the Scared, p 15.] 

Answering the given question is not so straightforward. As both main theories, either of the Ganga being sacred due to socially constructed efforts or as a natural phenomenon are both proven adamants, with both clarity and precision. Consequently, bringing us to the notion of being able to provide the term which fits most cohesively. The only term that could justify the position of the Ganga is therefore noted as ‘Super Sacred.’ A sacredness so profound as to incorporate both elements; socially constructed, and that of sacredness being of a natural phenomenon; a cultural and psychological marvel.
Fig 4: is a short video from the Maha Sankranti (first dip) at last year’s Maha Kumbh Mela, 2025.
https://uowtsd-my.sharepoint.com/:v:/g/personal/2506423_student_uwtsd_ac_uk/IQAQndpMBc3TQ5QuV5rU9WyiAXzQ6d6NX6dBAa7Nc2QNlF8?nav=eyJyZWZlcnJhbEluZm8iOnsicmVmZXJyYWxBcHAiOiJPbmVEcml2ZUZvckJ1c2luZXNzIiwicmVmZXJyYWxBcHBQbGF0Zm9ybSI6IldlYiIsInJlZmVycmFsTW9kZSI6InZpZXciLCJyZWZlcnJhbFZpZXciOiJNeUZpbGVzTGlua0NvcHkifX0&e=IumoIf 
(Fig 4: Video clip of Maha Kumbh Mela 2025, sourced from Gurudev, Swami Akhand Anand Sarasvati Maharaj)
Eliade says ‘The religious experience of the festival- that is, participation in the sacred- enables man periodically to live in the presence of the gods.’[footnoteRef:33], the above clip (Fig 4) from the Maha Kumbh Mela is a perfect example illustrating the poignancy of Eliade’s statement. The very presence of Ganga Ma is enough to bring complete conviction into the reality of the Divine. [33:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p.105.] 

Personally, I have contracted water born virus, Monomelic Atrophy, following from consuming water from the Ganges River. Contracted in the year 2004; after I stayed for three weeks on Tulsi ghat in Kashi, on Ganga. This being the third time I experienced life on the Ganges. On this occasion I stayed with a group of Aghori sadhu’s and drunk cups upon cups of ganga gel (Ganges water) I was fine (understatement; I was soaring high on angelic realism), and unaffected, until after three weeks passed and I feel sick; full dysentery. After returning to UK, I was medically diagnosed. This does influence the way I perceive the contamination of the Ganges River; as a dangerous and extremely ignorant reality that requires rectification. The contracted disease, however, did nothing to damper my love for Indian religion and culture. How Ganga responded to my Love of India, communicating the awareness of a true, genuine, and permanent reality of Divine Oneness. ‘[A]ppreciating the traditional native conviction that nature “talks back,” that it participates in the experience humans have of it.’ [footnoteRef:34] The awakening of spirit which occurred simultaneous to the dying of nerves in my left hand, gave way to the realisations that our physical body is far from the reality that we are, we are Atma/ Soul. Or more precisely a wave within the ocean of Divine Oneness. ‘What the soul most desires is to give birth to the beautiful within itself, to become that divine beauty.’[footnoteRef:35] Eliade: ‘The sacred reveals absolute reality and at the same time makes orientation possible; hence it founds the world in the sense that it fixes the limits and establishes the order of the world.’[footnoteRef:36] Does Ganga go to the extent of ’establishing the ’order of the world ‘; or does the negative ecological ignorance of some folk, jeopardise the power of the Ganga’s field of influence? [34:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p.41.]  [35:  Joseph Milne. The Harmony of the Cosmos, the Soul and Society in Plato (featured in Nicholas, Campion. The Harmony Debates (Sophia Centre Press,2020), p.128.  ]  [36:  Eliade. The Sacred and The Profane, p. 30. ] 

2015, unaccompanied, I went on a pilgrimage (‘I peddled’, hitched rides, and walked for countless miles) from Rishikesh up to Gangotri, Gomukh/ Shiva’s rock, the source of the Ganga. After a two-week journey of travelling around the foothills of the Himalaya, I arrived at the small Temple village in Gangotri. Where I was met by a sadhu who escorted me round the Temple, we performed our Danda vats Pranam (translated as lying down as a stick) before the Deities. After this empowering initiative, Babaji took me on a trek, high up the mountain to Gomukh (a further 10-15km). This is the source of the Ganga and is known as Shiva’s rock. As we sat and meditated some time by this natural phenomenon the entire vibration changed. The appearance of Lord Bholenath, in His normal form of 1head, pale blue skin, serpent wrapped around the neck, holding (with four hands) trisula in one hand and damroo in another, a hand gesture of giving blessings with the third, with the fourth arm dropped casually towards the left thigh, smeared in Vibhuti (sacred ash) emanating an almost unexplainable, simply delightful fragrance; a feeling of genuine love occurred. Lord Bholenath offered a glimpse into His true nature, a Divine manifestation. After the day spent with Shiva Mahadev, Babaji and the glaciers surrounding gomukh, we descended back along the mountain path towards Gangotri. It was late and pitched black by the time we returned, and we relied on the use of torch light and mantra to get us back safely. The stars were creating a golden canopy, and the sky was alive with wonder, a truly magnificent feast for the eyes and soul. Babaji took me to a cave, complete with dhuni/fire pit (a pile of dry wood in corner of cave) couple of blankets handed me a fresh box of matches and he told me I could stay. A time was not agreed too, but I gladly handed Babaji some money and began to set up the dhuni/the sacred fireplace. I stayed up in the cave overlooking Ganga in Gangotri for 9 nights. The time spent was inspiring; and makes up some of the greatest experiences in my life. I developed a great love of Ganga, as She displayed all the virtues of a Compassionate and loving Devi/Goddess. However, Ganga was both fierce and loud as Her torrents rolled down the river getting wider and more powerful as the descent takes place. In fact, I remember being in revered awe of Her to the extent where I failed to pose the question about my nerve disease, as I was in such a state of complete Santosh/contentment, Shanti/peace, and Anand /spiritual bliss. This experience heightens the claim of Ganga being of a naturally transcendental nature, where the Divine is present at Her very source and origin.
[bookmark: _Int_i97DAqpG]Through these experiences we can detect that the Ganga is Supreme in ways that are beyond human capabilities to comprehend. Indeed, the experience of Lord Shiva at the source of Ganga is indicative of Her inherent Divine and Sacred Nature. I have personally experienced the Glory and sheer splendour that may be delivered and grasped through Her nourishing waters. Simultaneously I have suffered at a consequence of Her filthy constituents. Ganga acts as a ‘linear passage’ or portal to the Divine. A mere sight (Ganga darshan) of her waters brings the mind into a state of calm; the Hierophany is always near and the invitation to experience the Divine is apparent. It is reasonable to assert the claim the Ganga is more than a river; She is a Goddess. Although I dare to say that Durkheim would make a mockery out of my claims of receiving vision of the Divine ; as he is quoted, 'As for sensations, they are nothing in themselves; they are only concepts that are blurred and mixed up with each other.’[footnoteRef:37] However, I am inspired by Eliade appreciation of diksha experience bringing second life, a heightened vision of reality; and Husserl’s understanding of the phenomenological value behind presentation; ’Phenomenologist Edmund Husserl criticised this assumption of ”pure objectivity" because it lets humans so easily explain the world without ever attending to their own participation in it.’[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Emile Durkheim. The Dualism of Human Nature and its Social Conditions: Vol 11 pp35-45 (Durkheim Press, 2005), p.39.]  [38:  Edmund Husserl. Cartesian Meditations: An Introduction to Phenomenology, trans. Dorion Cairns (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1960, and Edmund Husserl, “Epilogue.“ in Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology, vol. 2.trans. Richard Rozcewicz and Andre Schuwer (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1989) p.421.] 












Below is fig7, Ganga Devi, as She receives worship on my home altar.
[image: ]

Final Thoughts:
[bookmark: _Int_FSHxMPC9]Most Scholars would seem to agree that while nature provides the canvass, the sacredness of a place is essentially a human construct. Ganga is revered and honoured as a living Goddess by 1Billion Hindu’s (believers of Sanatan Dharma) Worldwide. Which brings substantial weight behind promoting the policies designed to bring Her back to a state of purity and sanctified once more into a Being of tranquillity. One may ask, how was this pollution tolerated for so long? Is it even feasible to connote purity and sacredness to a River such as Her? Does the misuse of Ganga create a conflicting concept regarding Her decreed sanctity. The disgusting waste that fills her waters from sewage drainage pipes and waste pipes/cruft pipes, and the construction of Dams, preventing the natural flow, add to the devastating state that the Ganges is now in. Will this now be stopped? Are the plans finally in place to restore Her natural flow and beauty? Adhering to Her sacredness may act as a motivating factor behind restoring Her grace and sanctification of Her waters.                                                                           
[bookmark: _Int_5hbbXsAg]In the words of Eliade, ‘the waters invariably retain their function, they disintegrate, abolish forms “wash away sins;” they are once purifying and regenerating.’ [footnoteRef:39] This is the function of the sacred river, to signify a new life; where all past karma is washed clean and the opportunity to start a fresh life is given birth. As in the case of the Ganga the waters invariably do keep their function and purpose as Holy elements. Eliade also says, ’For religious man every world is a sacred world.’ Giving rise to the claim that the sacred is inherent within reality and it is for the experiencer to interpret accordingly. [39:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane (USA: Harvest Book, 1957), p.131.] 

Up where She is born in the Himalaya, the waters are pure and clear. She then will flow through Rishikesh and Haridwar; suffers gross contamination in Bihar, before arriving in Varanasi (Kashi) and continuing to head SE direction pass Kolkata through to the Bay-of-Bengal and exited out onto the Indian Ocean. Whilst many of the banks are littered with trash, Ganga supports a sacred energy and Holy position regardless to the layers of filth. Through this, is it possible to appreciate Her transcendental qualities and maintain the conviction that She is pure, despite all the evidence which gives rise to concerning facts about her constituents. Is She in fact posing a position that transcends all social understandings?
Moodi’s $3b clean up proposal must be widely acknowledged and further encouraged; for 10 years on, there are still some fundamental steps to be made. Although the policy and the vision is there, the reality is the Ganga remains heavily polluted. The Indian government is bringing awareness to the people and encouraging a more ecological state. The Ganges was the second River in history to be given rights of Personhood. ‘Within days of the New Zealand government’s decision to grant personhood status to the Whanganui River, a court in Northern India ordered that the sacred River Ganges, and its primary tributary the Yamuna, also be granted the legal status of personhood as well as glaciers and other ecosystems connected to the Ganges, precisely so that they can be protected and preserved for the benefit of future generations, and for our global system as whole.’ [footnoteRef:40] Now the time is pressing to further Her rights as the Sacred River Goddess She is. [40:  Jack Hunter. Greening the Paranormal: Exploring the Ecology of Extraordinary Experience. (August Night Press, 2019), p. 35.] 

The aim of this research project was to examine the nature of Ganga; whether Her sacredness is bestowed by humans or is it naturally endorsed, and whether the degree of pollution has had a degrading influence on the claims of Her Sacredness. Finaly concluding whether the Her sacredness is of a socially constructed nature or one of intrinsic inherencies. If one is to adopt Eliade’s perspective, we may argue that Mother Ganga is a natural phenomenon alternatively Durkheim gives weight behind the claim that Ganga is sacred on socially constructed grounds; ’If religion has given birth to all that is essential in society, it is because the idea of society is the soul of religion.’ [footnoteRef:41] The reality is both factors have a significant influence. [41:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, p.206.] 



Below in Fig7 we have a quote from Sadh Guru encouraging a more ecological approach to Rivers and River consciousnesses.
[image: ]
(Fig 7. Sadh Guru quote; sourced from social media)
Conclusion:
The most balanced view is that sacred space is a collaborative phenomenon. Nature provides the basis while human consciousness leads to the sanctification. However, when we consider the question based on the academic analysis of my own experience, I am drawn towards answering the question as such. Ganga is a sacred space, due to both human/psychological construction and a natural/geographical phenomenon, also the cultural/sociological elements ring as loud as the ritual bells which signify another day's worship. All the factors have a valid significance when deducing the notions of sacredness. When they are combined, as in the example of Ganga, we may detect a genuine, authentic sacredness; a sacredness which is actualised and powerful. I have a strong topophilia towards Ganga because of this. I value Her as a loving Mother; what is more, Ganga is a living representation of the Goddess. This can be justified through both theory and practise; personal experience and shared perceptions, stories shared by others and scriptural accounts. Ganga exemplifies Durkheimian/Bruhl belief concerning human participation, acting to consolidate the sacred. Consequently, we could say that the sacredness of Ganga is of a socially constructed nature. However, simultaneously, and perhaps even more available is it evident that Devi Ganga is the hierophany that Eliade refers to. 
As the Goddess personified, Ganga encapsulates our attention and overwhelms one with the awe-inspiring grace of Her presence. So, both sides of the question are fulfilled; the Ganga is both socially constructed (through the daily practise of rituals) and is to be equally considered a natural phenomenon. Ganga brings a new paradigm to the debate, as we are confronted with the necessity of combining all the elements regarding the sacred. Indeed, it is fair to conclude that Ganga is in fact ‘Super Sacred’ and all the criteria which determine the existence of sacredness, are completed through Her Being. The Ganga exemplifies a naturally sacred place, enhanced by human rituals and constructions which, together, foster a profound connection to the Divine.
May the ‘Namami Gange’ project be honoured and used to greater effect. May the calling of Ganga be adhered to and responded by the will of the people to revere Her water and honour Her personhood and Divine attributes. Ganga is a living Goddess, Ganga is sacredness personified and this claim may be supported through all the theories we have examined; regarding the degree and extent of ritual activity, the numbers involved who participate with Ganga and the sheer magnitude of Divine energy present. Ganga is simply one of a kind and brings a new reasoning to the table as both the social and the inherent faculties regarding the sacred are fulfilled. Ganga is responsible for delivering the term ‘super sacred,’ where the space is complimented by both natural frequencies and social activity.                                                                                                                                                       










Fig 8: Shows Shiva Mahadev embedded within the River Ganga and therefore illustrating the intrinsic Divine connection.

[image: ](Fig 8. Shiva Ganga: photo sourced from Internet) 
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