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 The Ganga River occupies a unique position in the cultural, religious, 

and ecological imagination of India. Revered as a goddess and purifier 

of sins, her waters are central to ritual practices, especially at the 

ghats—stepped embankments that serve as nodes of intense religious 

activity. However, these same spaces are also sites of severe 

environmental degradation, marked by pollution, waste accumulation, 

and ecological stress. This article explores the paradoxical coexistence 

of spiritual purity and environmental decline at the ghats of the Ganga, 

particularly in Varanasi. Drawing on sociological insights, 

ethnographic observations, and existing literature, the study examines 

how religious beliefs, ritual practices, governance failures, and urban 

pressures contribute to this contradiction. It further argues that 

resolving this tension requires not only technological interventions but 

also a reconfiguration of cultural ethics and environmental 

consciousness within religious frameworks. 
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Introduction 

At Varanasi, the spiritual capital of India, the holy River Ganga takes a northward turn, describing a 

crescent sweep of ghats (steps and landings), over which rise the impressive temple spires and palace towers 

of historic Varanasi (Sinha 2018). The ghats, having evolved over the last eight centuries into the spiritual 
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center of Hinduism, have recently been the cynosure of attention. Their ill-maintenance, encroachments, 

solid waste management problems, and increasing pressures caused by three million visitors annually is 

jeopardizing their iconic image and resulting in loss of many cultural traditions. Although urban 

infrastructure—sanitation, solid waste management, water supply—in Varanasi has been upgraded and 

measures have been taken to reduce the pollution in Ganga through schemes launched by the Government of 

India, the efforts so far have failed to address the issues at the ghats. The top-down, engineering approach is 

not sensitive to cultural traditions, mythologies, and the local ecology, putting into question the long-term 

social and environmental sustainability of the on-going projects. A new approach based upon the idea of the 

ghats as an eco-cultural system will be more effective in engaging local communities in making the 

landscape healthy and resilient (Sinha, 2018).  

The Ganga River is not merely a geographical entity; it is a sacred lifeline deeply embedded in the religious 

and cultural fabric of India. For millions of Hindus, the Ganga is “Maa Ganga,” a divine mother whose 

waters possess the power to purify sins, grant salvation (moksha), and sustain life. Flowing from the 

Himalayas to the Bay of Bengal, the river traverses diverse landscapes and civilizations, but nowhere is her 

sacred significance more pronounced than at the ghats. 

Ghats are stepped riverfronts that function as sites of ritual bathing, prayer, cremation, meditation, and 

social interaction. Cities like Varanasi, Haridwar, and Allahabad (Prayagraj) are renowned for their ghats, 

where daily life and spiritual practice converge. In Varanasi alone, over 80 ghats stretch along the river, 

each associated with specific myths, rituals, and historical narratives. 

Despite their sacredness, these sites are also characterized by visible environmental degradation. Untreated 

sewage, industrial effluents, plastic waste, ritual offerings wrapped in non-biodegradable materials, and 

cremation residues enter the river daily. This contradiction—between the belief in the Ganga’s eternal purity 

and the empirical reality of pollution—forms the central concern of this study. 

This article seeks to explore how this paradox is understood, negotiated, and reproduced by various actors, 

including devotees, local communities, religious authorities, and state institutions. It asks: How does the 

belief in spiritual purity coexist with environmental neglect? Can religious frameworks be mobilized for 

ecological restoration? And what does this tension reveal about the broader relationship between religion 

and environment in contemporary India? 
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2. The Sacred Geography of the Ghats 

The ghats of the Ganga are not merely physical structures but symbolic landscapes that embody centuries of 

religious, cultural, and historical meanings. Built and patronized by kings, saints, and communities, these 

spaces serve as interfaces between the human and the divine. 

In Varanasi, the ghats form a continuous stretch of steps, temples, and shrines along the riverbank. Each 

ghat has its own identity and significance. Dashashwamedh Ghat is associated with grand rituals and the 

daily Ganga Aarti; Manikarnika and Harishchandra Ghats are sacred cremation sites where the cycle of life 

and death unfolds continuously; Assi Ghat is known for its spiritual and cultural vibrancy. 

These ghats function as ritual spaces where devotees engage in practices such as èनान (ritual bathing), पूजा 

(worship), and तप[ण (offerings to ancestors). The act of immersing oneself in the Ganga is believed to 

cleanse not only the body but also the soul. The ghats thus become sites where cosmological beliefs are 

enacted in everyday life. 

Moreover, the ghats are spaces of social interaction and community life. They host festivals, धाͧम[क Ĥवचन 

(religious discourses), and cultural performances. Pilgrims, priests, tourists, and locals converge here, 

creating a dynamic and heterogeneous environment. 

However, this intense human activity also places immense pressure on the river ecosystem. The very 

practices that affirm the sacredness of the Ganga contribute, paradoxically, to her degradation. 

3. The Paradox of Purity and Pollution 

At the heart of the Ganga’s cultural significance lies the belief in her inherent purity. According to Hindu 

theology, the Ganga descended from heaven to earth to liberate the souls of King Bhagiratha’s ancestors. 

This divine origin imbues her waters with a self-purifying capacity, often described as “nirmal” (pure) and 

“aviral” (uninterrupted flow). 

This belief has profound implications for environmental behavior. Many devotees perceive the Ganga as 

incapable of being polluted in a spiritual sense, even if her physical condition deteriorates. As a result, 

practices that contribute to pollution—such as the disposal of ritual waste, immersion of idols, and release of 

cremation remains—are often not seen as problematic. 
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Scientific studies, however, present a starkly different picture. The Ganga is one of the most polluted rivers 

in the world, particularly in urban stretches. High levels of biochemical oxygen demand (BOD), fecal 

coliform bacteria, heavy metals, and chemical pollutants have been recorded. These contaminants pose 

serious risks to human health and aquatic life. 

This divergence between belief and scientific reality creates a cognitive and cultural dissonance. While 

devotees continue to revere the Ganga as pure, environmentalists and policymakers emphasize the urgent 

need for conservation. 

The paradox is not merely a contradiction but a complex negotiation. Many individuals simultaneously hold 

both views—acknowledging pollution while maintaining faith in the river’s spiritual purity. This duality 

reflects the layered nature of religious belief and its interaction with modern knowledge systems. 

4. Ritual Practices and Environmental Impact 

Ritual practices at the ghats are central to the religious life of the Ganga but also contribute significantly to 

environmental degradation. Daily bathing, laundry, and धाͧम[क अनुçठान generate organic and inorganic 

waste. Offerings such as flowers, food, and पूजा सामĒी are often wrapped in plastic and directly immersed 

in the river. 

Cremation practices, particularly at Manikarnika and Harishchandra Ghats, involve the burning of bodies 

using large quantities of wood. While cremation is an essential religious rite, incomplete burning and the 

immersion of ashes and शव अवशेष contribute to water pollution. 

Festivals such as Ganga Dussehra, Kartik Purnima, and Chhath Puja attract massive crowds, leading to 

increased waste generation. Idol immersion during festivals like Durga Puja introduces toxic substances 

such as plaster of Paris and chemical paints into the river. 

These practices are deeply rooted in tradition and belief, making them resistant to change. Attempts to 

regulate or modify them often encounter resistance from local communities and religious authorities. 

5. Governance, Policy, and Institutional Challenges 

The Indian government has launched several initiatives to clean the Ganga, including the Ganga Action Plan 

(1986) and the Namami Gange Programme (2014). These programs focus on sewage treatment, industrial 

regulation, riverfront development, and public awareness. 
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While some progress has been made, significant challenges remain. Many sewage treatment plants are 

underutilized or non-functional. Industrial effluents continue to enter the river due to weak enforcement of 

regulations. Urbanization and population growth exacerbate the problem. 

Institutional fragmentation further complicates governance. Multiple agencies at the central, state, and local 

levels are involved in river management, often leading to coordination issues. Additionally, the lack of 

community participation and cultural sensitivity in policy implementation limits the effectiveness of these 

initiatives. 

6. Cultural Ethics and Environmental Consciousness 

Addressing the crisis of the Ganga requires more than technological solutions; it demands a transformation 

in cultural ethics and environmental consciousness. Religious beliefs, rather than being seen as obstacles, 

can be mobilized as resources for ecological stewardship. 

There is growing recognition among scholars and activists that Hindu ecological traditions contain 

principles that support environmental conservation. Concepts such as “ĤकृǓत पूजा” (worship of nature) and 

“सव[भूत Ǒहताय” (welfare of all beings) can be reinterpreted to promote sustainable practices. 

Religious leaders and institutions play a crucial role in shaping public attitudes. Initiatives that encourage 

eco-friendly rituals, such as the use of biodegradable materials and electric cremation, have shown promise. 

Educational campaigns that link spiritual purity with environmental cleanliness can help bridge the gap 

between belief and practice. 

7. Negotiating a New Relationship 

The relationship between spirituality and environment at the ghats is not static but continuously negotiated. 

This negotiation involves multiple actors and perspectives, including devotees, priests, environmentalists, 

policymakers, and researchers. 

A key challenge is to reconcile the symbolic purity of the Ganga with her material condition. This requires a 

shift from viewing purity as an abstract, metaphysical quality to understanding it as an ethical responsibility 

that includes ecological care. 
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Community-based approaches that involve local stakeholders in decision-making can enhance the 

sustainability of conservation efforts. Integrating traditional knowledge with scientific expertise can also 

provide innovative solutions. 

8. Conclusion 

The Ganga at the ghats embodies a profound paradox: she is both a symbol of eternal purity and a site of 

severe environmental degradation. This contradiction is not merely a problem to be solved but a complex 

social reality that reflects the interplay of religion, culture, and modernity. 

Understanding this paradox requires moving beyond simplistic binaries of faith versus science. Instead, it 

calls for a nuanced approach that recognizes the legitimacy of religious beliefs while addressing their 

environmental implications. 

The future of the Ganga depends on our ability to negotiate this relationship—to align spiritual reverence 

with ecological responsibility. Only then can the river continue to sustain both the physical and spiritual life 

of the communities that depend on her. 
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