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Abstract
The Kumbh Mela, recognized by UNESCO as a vital piece of humanity’s cultural her-
itage, stand as world’s largest religious gathering and a deeply spiritual event. While 
the event provides a meaningful context for emotional healing, spiritual rejuvenation, 
and community solidarity, it also presents significant challenges to public health and 
mental well-being. This perspective article explores the dual nature of the Kumbh 
Mela its psychological benefits and its often-overlooked risks. Drawing from existing 
literature in social psychology, psychiatry, public health, and religious studies, this 
article throws light on how participation in mass spiritual gatherings can enhance 
resilience, reduce feelings of isolation, and foster shared identity. At the same time, it 
highlights the health challenges posed by crowd density, poor sanitation, sleep disrup-
tion, overstimulation, and risk of communicable diseases. One of the most pressing 
issue is the absence of accessible mental health support during such events, despite 
growing evidence of emotional distress among attendees. The future iterations of the 
Kumbh Mela and similar mass gatherings should incorporate structured mental health 
interventions, including psychological first aid, stress management stations, and cul-
turally sensitive psychoeducation. The article calls for interdisciplinary collaboration 
among mental health professionals, policy-makers, and religious leaders to develop 
a public mental health framework suitable for faith-based gatherings. In doing so, it 
reimagines the Kumbh Mela not just as a site of spiritual transformation but also as 
a timely opportunity to promote culturally informed mental health practices in India.
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Introduction
The Kumbh Mela has been recognized by the United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific and Cultural Organization as an intangible cultural heritage of humanity in 
the year 2017 for its profound socio-cultural significance [1]. It serves as a unique 
confluence where people from all strata of the society and demographically 
different population groups including common people, elites, politicians, intel-
lectuals, celibates, preachers, priests etc join each other, in pursuit of spiritual 
purification through ritual bathing, prayers, and meditative practices. Every year, 
during the Hindu month of Magh (mid-January to mid-February), millions of 
pilgrims gather at the sacred confluence of the Ganges and Yamuna rivers to 
perform rituals, with the holy dip being the most significant. The Ardh Kumbh 
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Mela occurs every six years, while the Maha Kumbh 
Mela, one of the leading religious congregations in 
the world, is held every 12 years at four sacred loca-
tions Prayagraj, Haridwar, Ujjain, and Nashik. The 
2025 Maha Kumbh Mela in Prayagraj witnessed an 
unprecedented 660 million visitors, making it the 
largest religious gathering in history [2].

Spirituality and mental well-being
In India where religion is deeply ingrained in cultural 
fabric, Karl Marx’s assertion that “Religion is the 
opiate of the masses,” seems relevant, though in a 
nuanced manner. Religion and spirituality remain 
central to human existence, influencing mental 
health and overall well-being [3] . The relation-
ship between religion and health has fascinated 
researchers, with growing evidence suggesting reli-
gious and spiritual practices can positively influence 
physical and mental well-being [4] . Studies indicate 
that they foster optimism, mutual compassion, and 
resilience which are the key components for coping 
with life’s challenges [6].These benefits stem from 
cognitive schemas and meditative practices that 
shape one’s appraisal of life events[5] as well as from 
the social dimension of religious participation which 
nurtures a sense of belonging [6] . Beyond its imme-
diate mental health benefits, Mahakumbh Mela also 
provides an opportunity for social and psychological 
rejuvenation. In an era dominated by digital interac-
tions, where social relationships are often superficial 
and transactional, the Mahakumbh fosters deep, 
meaningful connections among individuals from 
diverse backgrounds. The shared experience of 
devotion, hardship, and collective participation in 
rituals strengthens bonds between people. Studies 
in social psychology suggest that being part of 
a group with shared goals and values enhances 
self-esteem and reduces feelings of isolation.[6] 

Thomas Ashby Wills, Professor of Epidemiology 
and Population Health at the Albert Einstein College 
of Medicine, developed a religiosity scale to assess 
the significance of religion in people’s lives. When 
administered to 1,182 children in New York, the study 
found that higher religiosity acted as a protective 
factor, shielding adolescents from smoking, alcohol 
consumption, and drug abuse by buffering the 
effects of life stressors [7]. These findings highlight 

the potential of religious engagement in fostering 
self-discipline and positive coping mechanisms 
among youth [8]. 

Associated Challenges
This intersection of spirituality, collective faith, and 
mental well-being becomes particularly evident in 
grand religious gatherings. They also present logis-
tical and mental health challenges on an unprece-
dented scale. They also present a more complex and 
dynamic interplay between faith, well-being, and 
public health. These gatherings are often viewed 
as double-edged swords, offering profound spiri-
tual and psychological benefits while also posing 
significant public health and safety risks [9].

One of the primary concerns associated with 
mass gatherings is the increased risk of commu-
nicable diseases due to close human contact [10]. 
Additionally, inadequate sanitary facilities and 
makeshift living conditions can contribute to both 
physical and psychological stress [10]. The sheer 
density of the crowds poses risks of stampedes and 
physical injuries, while the experience of being in 
an overcrowded, high-intensity environment can 
elevate stress levels and blood pressure [11] . Similarly, 
prolonged exposure to loud noise which is bound 
to happen in such gatherings has been linked to 
heightened mental distress and anxiety [12] .

However, an exclusive focus on these risks may 
obscure the potential psychological and social 
benefits of participating in such collective events. 
Social anthropological theories suggest that mass 
gatherings, whether religious festivals or cultural cel-
ebrations, can be profoundly uplifting experiences, 
fostering a sense of joy, unity, and shared intimacy 
even among strangers [6]. Indeed, as Getz highlights, 
while research on large-scale events often empha-
sizes economic and environmental impacts or safety 
management, it tends to overlook the potential 
positive effects on mental well-being [13] .

Interestingly, despite these adversities like crowd-
ing, noise, and cold, many pilgrims who attended 
for the entire month (Kalpwasis) reported improved 
well-being and fewer symptoms of ill health com-
pared to a control group that did not attend. The 
results suggest that the collective experience, reli-
gious engagement, and social identity fostered in 
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such events contribute to enhanced mental and 
physical well-being [14]. This suggests that structured 
spiritual practices contribute to emotional stability, 
mindfulness, and enhanced stress management. 
The experience of detaching from material distrac-
tions enhances emotional regulation, and improves 
stress management. 

Religion, spirituality and mental 
health: A holistic approach
Recognizing the significant psychological impact 
of Mahakumbh, mental health professionals and 
policymakers should collaborate to integrate mental 
health awareness and support systems into the 
event’s infrastructure. Authorities should implement 
psychological aid stations, crisis intervention teams, 
and stress management workshops to assist attend-
ees who may experience emotional distress. Public 
health initiatives should focus on educating pilgrims 
about the importance of mental well-being, offering 
practical strategies for managing stress, fatigue, 
and emotional overload. Additionally, collaborations 
between mental health experts, religious leaders, 
and event organizers can contribute to a structured 
framework that promotes psychological support in 
large religious congregations.

Leavy and King highlight the growing role of 
clergy in providing psychosocial support within 
communities, particularly in the UK, where religious 
leaders remain key figures in mental health care. 
Their research emphasizes the importance of estab-
lishing well-defined partnerships between mental 
health professionals and faith-based organizations, 
ensuring that mental health workers develop spiri-
tual awareness, while religious leaders receive train-
ing in mental health and illness [15].

While it offers profound psychological bene-
fits, it also presents significant challenges that 
necessitate strategic planning and mental health 
interventions. Research has demonstrated that 
faith-based beliefs and practices can play a crucial 
role in promoting resilience and enhancing well-be-
ing.[15] Future research should focus on the long-term 
psychological impact of mass religious gatherings, 
identifying best practices to enhance their positive 
effects while mitigating potential risks. By fostering 
a mutual understanding between psychiatry and 

spirituality, such collaborations can enhance mental 
health care, making interventions more accessible, 
culturally relevant, and holistic.
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