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Change and Funeral Rites Amongst the Urban Middle Classes in
Contemporary India: A Case Study of Narayan Nagbali
Mizuho Matsui

This paper discusses the role of religious practices among the urban middle classes in
contemporary India by focusing on Narayan Nagbali, a funeral rite performed in
Trimbakeshwar, Maharashtra, Western India. Narayan Nagbaliis one of numerous
funeral and ancestor rites in the locale. It is believed to be efficacious in solving family
issues such as childlessness, lack of a male child, and domestic conflicts caused by the
curse of restless ancestors, or the sin of killing a cobra (nag). Although it takes three
days to complete the whole series of rituals, it is becoming popular for urban middle
classes to visit Trimbakeshwar to perform Narayan Nagbali these days.

Rapid economic progress and a growing middle class after the economic liberalization
of the 1990s in India have been given public as well as academic attention. Regarding
religious practices among middle class, the following two different phenomena are noted.
One is a growing Hindu nationalism among lower and middle-middle class and their
involvement in movements seeking to reconstruct ‘India’ as a Nation consisting of sole
Hindus. The other is the increasing popularity of modern “Gurus” who claim to have
charismatic and spiritual healing powers. By attaching themselves to a certain Guru,
middle class people believe they can reconstruct their identity as “a modern Indian”. In
contrast, Narayan Nagbali seems a rather traditional and orthodox religious practice; it
has been performed since Vedic times. What is the special need that requires the
performance of ancestral rites among the middle classes? What kind of social role do
they have? Through examining the Narayan Nagbali ritual and surveying the people at
such gatherings in detail, as a conclusion, this paper shows that the people who perform
this ritual belong to a certain category namely the upper caste-middle class-city family,
and that the ritual reflects both the social transformations and the uncertainties

surrounding the life of the urban middle class in India.
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