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As Place and As Tirtha
Chapter Three
Place, Space, and Religion
I suggest in this work that it makes sense to approach Kedarnath with double vision: as a powerful and striking Himalayan place and as a place experienced as the abode of Shiva, a Shaivite tirtha. To be in Kedarnath is to be conscious of the akarshan, the attractive power, of the place.  With regard to this attractive and transformative power, the aspects of Kedarnath as place and as tirtha function in irreducibly co-terminous fashion. The idea of the complex agency of Kedarnath as both place and tirtha embodies this coterminous quality. This notion of complex agency does not, at the end of the day, fully resolve to an equation of deity with place, nor does it offer a view of place that wholly subsumes the experience of divine presence in the place. It is a theoretical approach that preserves the ways in which these two aspects exercise agency as a single site of economic and cultural importance and attractive power. 

The phenomena of pilgrimage, pilgrimage tourism, and leisure travel in South Asia are moving and expanding targets, yet the places to which ever increasing numbers of people travel are understood to have powers and significances that are often in important ways continuous with their identities of centuries and millennia past. Adequately understanding what continues to draw people to such places stands as a fundamental desideratum in the study of religion, and in this regard the case of Kedarnath should prove a generative example.  My theoretical approach to Kedarnath enters the conversation on religion, place, and space at a time when there is a blossoming of scholarly approaches to place and space within religious studies. However, as we will see, my aims differ from many of the regnant trends in this regard.  

Thomas Tweed has recently offered a new understanding of how to approach the field of religious studies and the data sets of “religion” that orients itself around the metaphors of crossing and dwelling. The conceptual basis of Tweed’s approach is explicitly geographic – he views his own work as part of the larger movement in the social sciences and humanities towards the re-spatialization of ways of knowing pointed to by critical geographers such as Edward Soja.
 The point of departure for his argument is a scene from his own ethnographic work with a Cuban-Catholic shrine of the Virgin in Miami. He describes the numerous events happening during a “collective ritual” there and then reflects on the inability of extant theoretical approaches to religion to do justice to what he has seen.
 Identifying as important the themes of “movement, relation, and position”, he pushes into a new base understanding of things religious: “Religions are confluences of organic-cultural flows that intensify joy and confront suffering by drawing on human and suprahuman forces to make homes and cross boundaries.”
 Home-making produces the idea of dwelling, boundary crossing the notion of crossing. Thus, his theory operates as a set of spatial root metaphors from which to investigate and classify diverse phenomena. 
Tweed understands the idea of “flow” to be more “dynamic” than the idea of system and more “empirical” than the idea of complexity; he builds this argument in conversation with (among other influences) actor-network theory as it is discussed in the work of Bruno Latour and Mark C. Taylor.
 A Latourian approach regards humans and non-human entities (such as objects) as entities each possessing their own agency that are interconnected through larger systems that as networks demonstrate collectively legible pattern and direction. As cultural and historical networks, flows are contingent, but they are also organic and as such material and corporeal. As religious flows, religions are materially real because they are partially organic. Yet at the same time, as networks comprised of multiple human and non-human entities they act and flow in and through the world in ways that are not localizable to specifically human actions and intentions.
Kim Knott offers a different view of spatiality and religion. She has worked to develop a “spatial methodology for locating religion, particularly in ‘secular’ places, things, communities, and objects” and has proposed a process for locating analytic subjects in space with an explicit eye towards its implications for the study of religion.
  Working from a tradition that in many ways began with the work of Henri Lefebvre, she offers a view of “space” as
…dynamic, in terms of its relationship to power, history and time, its condition of simultaneity and the various ways it is experienced and represented…thoroughly enmeshed in embodiment and everyday practice, knowledge and discourse, and in processes of production and reproduction.


Knott is particularly desirous of understanding religion in its local settings. For her, this meant developing analytic tools capable of getting at questions such as the following:

 “How was religion located in secular places and how was it to be distinguished from its context? How was the nature and act of location as a state and process to be understood?”
 

For Knott, religion is simply another sort of analytic subject that can be understood locally as a spatialized phenomenon.  Here she differs from Tweed, as she herself points out. Tweed has developed a fundamentally spatial theory of religion that functions, as Knott herself puts it, as “…a set of related tropes with which to think about religion.”

Both Tweed and Knott, in slightly different ways, intentionally move past a phenomenological orientation to the study of religion that takes as its compass a primarily Eliadean notion of the sacred. Depending on how one understands Eliade, the sacred may itself function as an autonomous entity rather than a linguistically epiphenomenal analytic construct. Tweed offers the notion of “sacroscapes,” a term that explicitly does not make absolutist or metaphysical claims about a “sacred” but rather describes dynamically changing landscapes which shape “religious flows” that are both biological (“organic”) and cultural in nature.
 Knott, working out of a Lefebvrian trajectory, similarly eschews a strictly phenomenological orientation and suggests that “religion” is merely one sort of spatialized phenomenon that begins to be known through the body. As such, religion does not receive the sort of special analytic treatment that might result from a view that the phenomenon of religion is in any way metaphysically distinct from other kinds of spatialized phenomena.

While I follow Knott and Tweed in my commitment to the application of geographic theory to the study of religion, my goals differ slightly.
 As an analytic subject, Kedarnath differs in important ways from the shrine of the Virgin in Miami discussed by Tweed and the post-secular local spaces of Leeds examined by Knott. It has been an explicitly “religious” place, an object of the practice of tirtha-yatra, for hundreds of years. To view Kedarnath as a religious site is not an intentional re-imagining of post-Kantian divisions of civic and religious spaces; it is instead a descriptive point of departure. The question goes the other way: how can such theoretical tools adequately register both the continuing traditional power of a site like Kedarnath as well as the ways that the power of the site is being transformed by pilgrimage and nature tourism? Where does the power of such a place register amidst Tweed’s crossings and dwellings, and Knott’s spatialities?  How does one analytically frame Kedarnath as both place and tirtha? 
My argument for how to answer this question, how to register the power of Kedarnath both as place and as the abode of Shiva, proposes a view of Kedarnath as a “place” that demonstrates “complex agency”. This idea also in its own way moves beyond a primarily phenomenological orientation to the “sacred” (though as we will see later in this chapter, the semantic and analytic range of this term continue to be ambiguous).  I instead draw on the notion of complex agency and network as understood by Thomas Tweed, William Sax, and Ronald Inden. I take the site (or place) of Kedarnath as the unit of analysis for this work. The data inside this frame are what I take to be my task to understand and theorize, and the locale of the site constitutes the rough boundaries of the system under examination. I claim that Kedarnath exists, in the experience of those who are present there (whether for an hour or six months) as a place that is "an attractor of persons" (Hindi: logoṁ ko ākarśit karne vāla). There is an experience of akarshan (attraction) that functions as a common and intersubjectively constituted experiential substratum for all who find themselves at Kedarnath.  This experience of akarshan may be seen with special clarity in the investigation of key constituent elements in the experience of Kedarnath across social groups.  As I have already indicated, these constituent elements comprise the subjects of Chapters Four, Five, and Six. The place is at the center, rather than a particular group of people. But what is a place? It is necessary to offer a genealogical presentation of what I mean by the terms place, landscape, experience, and complex agency, and to be clear about the ways in which I am adapting a largely anthropological set of tools to engage a classic topic in the history of the discipline of religious studies: the experienced presence of deities in places. 
Place
As Tweed noted, place (along with its attendant binary, space) has in recent decades returned to the foreground of scholarly focus in the social science and humanities, as evidenced by many influential, recent anthologies on the topic.
 Tim Cresswell, in his recent conspectus and genealogy of the term place, has delineated four main approaches:

1) A descriptive, “ideographic” approach that focuses on the unique physical details of particular locations and regions and their uniquely local meanings.

2) “A social constructionist approach to place” or critical geographic approach that regards places (or “social spaces”) as the ongoing products of social processes.
 Henri Lefebvre pioneered this approach in The Production of Space.

3) “A phenomenological approach of place” that views the category and idea of Place as something that “seeks to define the essence of human existence as one that is necessarily and importantly 'in place'.”
 This approach draws heavily on phenomenological approaches to perception delineated by Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau Ponty.
4) Following Doreen Massey, that place may be understood as “...open and hybrid- a product of interconnecting flows – of routes rather than roots....”
 That is to say, that places continually come into being and disappear for polycausal, contextual reasons that have little to do with their supposed authentic character or existential essence and more to do with the movements of persons and capital understood to be part of the process of globalization. Similar to the social constructionists, Massey's approach foregrounds an irreducibly evanescent notion of place that does not premise a core that persists over time.  Tweed and Knott both work in this trajectory to certain extents.

An approach that foregrounds the local is not wholly adequate to deal with the site of Kedarnath because of the diversity of its geographic significance. Similarly, an approach premised on the notion of “routes rather than roots” does not promise an adequate alertness to the questions of continuity in Kedarnath that I have already noted. My use of the term place may best be understood as a blending of the social constructionist and phenomenological approaches.  In my view the current nature of the site requires a composite lens of this sort, and the details and descriptions I offer of Kedarnath throughout this work function to, among other things, justify the appropriateness of this interpretive strategy. These approaches are to some extent understood to have an antagonistic relationship to one another in geographic circles.  Conversations in other areas reproduce this putative tension; Gavin Flood recently argued that the study of religion needs to move past a phenomenological orientation to join the rest of the humanities in a post-structural orientation around the sign and its social constructionist premises.
 Recent approaches to geography and religion suggest that this dichotomy is perhaps too severe. Knott’s approach, for example, looks at questions of social construction together with questions of embodiment. My own touchstone for combining and privileging the social constructionist and phenomenological approaches in geography is recent conversation in anthropology about the term experience that proffers what is coming to be known as a critical phenomenological approach, a conversation I discuss in greater detail later on in this chapter. First, the reader will be well served by a slightly fuller consideration of the social constructionist and phenomenological approaches to place and why a combination of these two approaches recommends itself particularly to analysis of Kedarnath. 
Phenomenology of Place

Phenomenologists of place begin by redefining the term place.   Several decades ago, space was understood as an a priori perceptual category, a blank repository that contained place and inside of which location could be specified.
 Once a location in space becomes specified it is able to bear specific meanings. Thus, in this model space precedes and contains place. However, following the model of body-based perception proposed in the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, philosophers such as Edward Casey reverse this order. Casey argues that 

We come to the world – we come into it and keep returning to it – as already placed there. Places are not added to sensations any more than they are imposed on spaces. Both sensations and spaces are themselves emplaced from the very first moment, and at every subsequent moment as well.


He further offers several characteristics that places, in his view, demonstrate: 

1) Places are found and known through the body.

2) “...places gather things in their midst – where 'things' connote various animate and inanimate entities. Places also gather experiences and histories, even languages and thoughts.”

3) A place is an event that happens, that is continually in process, continually happening.

This notion of Casey that places have the ability to “gather” highlights his view that somatic emplacement is already present at the beginning of the perceptual process, rather than at a second stage.

Philosophical speculations on the role of place in human perception such as those of Casey provide the ground for anthropologists to look at the mutually constitutive relationships among sense experience, physical environment, and culture. Keith Basso has examined how narratives about particular parts of the Western Apache landscape serve as signifiers of wisdom, of how one should act. In Basso's words, the “...sensing of place –is a form of cultural activity”.
 He relates how the Apache Dudley Patterson, in response to Basso's question “What is wisdom?” responds “It's in these places...wisdom sits in places.”
 To exist in the landscape and to sense it is to be reminded, at the first-order level of sense experience and perception, of how one ought to act. Steven Feld, in his discussion of the “acoustemology” of the Kaluli people of Papusa New Guinea, describes the primary importance of sound-experience in Kaluli lives.
 The “soundscape” of the natural world fuses with Kaluli cultural forms.
 Thus, for example, for the Kaluli the sound of poetic performance, itself understood to flow like water through the body, fuses with sound of rainwater as it flows through the land. Feld writes beautifully that “...the poetics of place merge with the sensuousness of place as soundscape and with the sensuality of the singing voice.”
 
This emphasis on the role of particular facets of sense experience in the knowing of places and human experience more generally has been the focus of considerable attention in recent years by anthropologists who are in conversation with Merleau Pontian phenomenology.
 In the more specific area of studies on Hindu place in South Asia, Anne Feldhaus has built on Casey’s ideas about the connections between body, place, and region.  She writes about how, within the state of Maharashtra, a sense of the region, a “geographical awareness” of the region as “place” comes to be formed. Specifically, she describes how particular practices of pilgrimage and procession, “administrative arrangements…physical geography…images and stories” combine to create a geographical awareness of the region.
 William Sax, in his most recent work on the healing cult of Bhairav in Garhwal, invokes Casey’s model of place to understand the growth of the network of small shrines to the deity Bhairavnath in the Chamoli district of Garhwal.
 
Kedarnath, with its challenging weather, high Himalayan grandeur, unhealthy elevation, and self-manifest (svayambhu) rock presence of Shiva, is a place that imposes itself on the bodied sense experience of those who come there.  And as I show in Chapters Four, Five, and Six, the narratives, images, and practices associated with Kedarnath fuse experience of the physicality of the place with its multiple, overlapping cultural and economic kinds of significance.  Thus, Feld and Basso's notion of “sense of place” is crucial for understanding what it is to be present in Kedarnath. Feldhaus’ notion of a sense of region is less appropriate here simply because the unit of analysis is a particular place inside a region rather than the region of Garhwal itself. 

Place as a Unit of Analysis
Centering this work on the site of Kedarnath effectively delineates a set of data that the theoretical approach of the work must be able to successfully engage. This is a double edged choice. It is clear that there is much at Kedarnath for which the notion of “sense of place” is an apt frame. Yet by the same token there is much that escapes this frame. By Indian standards, Kedarnath is a doubly exceptional place in that it is both a tirtha and home to no one. Thus, locals who work at Kedarnath during the pilgrimage season are not at home in the same way that the locals with whom Jonathan Parry worked in his explorations of funeral rituals and death in Benares or with whom Peter Van der Veer worked in his investigations on local knowledge about Ayodhya.
 Most phenomenologists of place follow Martin Heidegger and Gaston Bachelard and take the experience of home-place, dwelling, as the experiential and theoretical point of departure for human perception and experience of the world.
 However, Kedarnath is home to no one. It is no one's natal village, no one's sāsural (father-in-law's place), no one's mait (the birthplace of a girl that she leaves when she is married). The local population of Kedarnath is, with the exception of renunciants, almost exclusively composed of men whose families are back in their villages.  Yatris, on the other hand, usually come in families.  Kedarnath has a village deity, a gram devta, Bhukund Bhairav, who guards the valley.  But just as the water pipes must be laid and taken up every year, Bhairav's guardianship of Kedarnath village must also be activated each year – when the procession to Kedarnath departs from Ukhimath the Bhairav of the Omkareshvar temple in Ukhimath is sent in advance to clear the way, and Bhukund Bhairav must be worshiped in Kedarnath before shringar arati can be performed.  Kedarnath is no one's first place. The fact that Kedarnath is home for no one constitutes a significant datum for the phenomenological approach that I account for through my notion of place as attractor. 
Social Construction of Place and Critical Geography
Kedarnath differs in important ways from its local Garhwali surroundings. It is a place where Kedarnath valley locals rub elbows with Karnatakan and Maharashtrian Virashaivas, French trekkers, affluent Marwaris from Calcutta, Rajasthani farmers, Russian Shaivites, and Bengali nature enthusiasts, to name just a few of the types of people whom Kedarnath attracts. In socio-economic terms, Kedarnath is the engine of the local economy and one of the main engines (along with the other members of the Char Dham, Hemkunt Sahib, Haridwar, and Rishikesh) of the state economy of Uttarakhand.  It is an important node on the network of the India-wide Hindu pilgrimage industry. Every several years, a Punjabi guru who lives in New Jersey comes to Kedarnath and brings with him a group of devotees from all over the world. And Garhwali villagers come along with their deities in palanquins, sometimes from twenty kilometers away and sometimes from hundreds of kilometers.  
As a subject, Kedarnath does not lend itself strictly to the sort of analysis that Basso and Feld carry out because it is not simply a place of local and regional importance that is well documented and widely attested in local and regional cultural forms.  Its importance and attractive power are not limited to the settings of the Kedarnath valley, the region of Garhwal, and the state of Uttarakhand. Recalling Surinder Bhardwaj's classificatory schema for Hindu pilgrimage places, Kedarnath is a site of pan-Hindu importance.
 It is in many important ways in Garhwal but not of Garhwal. And then there are times, such as when Bhukund Bhairavnath is worshipped (especially during the month of Shravan), during the festival of Bhatuj, or when Garhwali deities arrive on procession with their villages, that Kedarnath becomes a Garhwali place (see my discussion of these moments in Chapter Six and Chapter Two). Kedarnath, along with Badrinath, is often invoked as one of the markers of the Garhwali region.
 However, I have found relatively little content in Garhwali cultural forms about Kedarnath.
 Thus, investigation of Kedarnath must cast a wider analytic net than the approaches of Feld and Basso that focus on the purely local and regional. 
While he writes specifically about the deterritorialization of local people and their localities as they relate to the larger structures of the nation-state, the words of Arjun Appadurai relevant for an analytic move beyond the local:
The production of locality, as a dimension of social life, as a structure of feeling, and in its material expression in lived 'copresence', faces two challenges in a postnational order. On the one hand, the production of locality challenges the order and orderliness of the nation-state. On the other hand, human motion in the context of the crisis of the nation-state encourages the emergence of translocalities...The isomorphism of people, territory, and legitimate sovereignty that constitutes the normative charter of the modern nation-state is under threat from the forms of circulation of people characteristic of the contemporary world.


That is to say, analytic and investigative approaches that presume a purely local object (“the Kaluli”) are less than wholly recommended. People come from all over India and abroad to Kedarnath for devotion, for touristic enjoyment, and for economic gain. Many Kedarnath tirth purohits spend approximately one quarter of their year traveling throughout India to collect their ritual fees. The cleaners of Kedarnath come on contract each year from Uttar Pradesh.  Many palanquin bearers and porters come from Nepal. Many construction workers and contractors are Muslims, some Garhwali Muslims who have been living in the area for decades and others more recent arrivals. An analysis of the cultural meanings and associations of Kedarnath as a jyotirlinga in the devbhumi of the Himalayas as they combine with sense experience of the location would not adequately frame all that brings people to the place. By the same token, excluding such an approach would also be analytically inadequate.

The regionally composite and Garhwali nature of Kedarnath as a site means that that my theoretical and methodological concerns differ from much of the pre-existent scholarship on Garhwal.
 The work of William Sax on the Nanda-Devi procession, the Pandav Nrtya, and now on the healing cult of Bhairavnath, defines this young and rapidly expanding field.  In each of Sax’s works, however, he is for the most part very committed to a Garhwal qua Garhwal approach in his work on the Nanda Devi procession, the Pandav Nrtya, and the healing practices of Garhwali Harijans. Sax’s work celebrates the depths and specifics of particularly Garhwali contexts and phenomena. The significance of Kedarnath for Garhwalis is only one aspect of the significance of Kedarnath as a site. It is this composite quality of Kedarnath’s demographics that recommends the use of social constructionist as well as phenomenological approaches. 
Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson engage this issue in their discussion of how anthropological theory is trying to, in different ways, move beyond the notion of monolithic local cultures. Feld's description of Kaluli soundscapes, they might suggest, misleadingly presents a unitary view of Kaluli “culture”. Instead, they argue:
...all associations of place, people, and culture are social and historical creations to be explained, not given natural facts... cultural territorializations (like ethnic and national ones) must be understood as complex and contingent results of ongoing historical and political processes. It is these processes, rather than pregiven cultural entities, that require anthropological study.


This is a somewhat different enjoinder and point of departure from the sense-experience based notion of “senses of place.” Gupta and Ferguson continue by specifically problematizing the local. They argue that relationships between the “local” and the “regional, national, international, global” are too often taken as given, and that geographic analysis ought to “focus on social and political processes of place making conceived less as a matter of ‘ideas’ than of embodied practices that shape identities and enable resistances…”
 
Anthropologists who work on travel to pilgrimage places follow similar paths as they have sought to move on from the foundational work of Victor and Edith Turner on the activity of pilgrimage.
 The Turners famously argued for a model of pilgrimage that upholds normal social structure and division by creating a liminal time and space in which that social structure breaks down and is subsumed in collective feelings of communitas. The remarks of John Eade and Michael J. Sallnow provide a good example of this trend:
Accordingly, the analytic emphasis shifts from positivist, generic accounts of the features and functions of pilgrimage, of the extrinsic characteristics of its focal shrines, towards an investigation of how the practices of pilgrimage and the sacred powers of a shrine are constructed as varied and possibly conflicting representations by the different sectors of the cultic constituency, and indeed by those outside it as well.


While the theorizing of pilgrimage is not the primary aim of this work there is a good deal of overlap, both in the study of Hindu places of pilgrimage and more broadly, between the study of pilgrimage place and the study of the process and activity of pilgrimage.
 Viewing Kedarnath through the analytic lens of pilgrimage tourism is itself significantly nuanced by the indigenous notion of yatra, which holds together as partially overlapping activities what the English terms pilgrimage and tourism, as well as the compound pilgrimage tourism, structure as distinct phenomena. The interpenetration of pilgrimage and tourism is already well established on the scholarly map.
 Further, in many Indian contexts, pilgrimage often shade into public processions (to Pandarhpur in Maharashtra, the processions of deities in Garhwal).
 
The status of Kedarnath as a location that attracts people from many different places and walks of life thus requires an approach that is sensitive towards the different populations, contestations, narratives of foundation, practices and activities of different groups found at the site.  It is this composite nature of Kedarnath's demography and significances that make the first approach Creswell mentions, the ideographic approach and it attention particular geographic details and their significance for “locals”, less well advised and recommends a blending of the phenomenological and social constructionist views of place. That is to say, this theoretical move is a response to the current reality of Kedarnath. A discussion of the idea of landscape, a term of art for both of these approaches, will sharpen what is entailed by such a blending and further specify this diverse theoretical terrain.
Landscape
For some, landscape refers to the topology of the natural, physical environment itself that has been rendered meaningful through the sensing of it as place.
 An important example of this approach is the work of Fred Myers on Pintupi aborigines. Myers, in his discussion of the significance of the physical Australian environment for Pintupi aborigines, shows that the Pintupi concept of Dreaming does not distinguish in a final sense between the physical landscape and the social Law.
 In a manner similar to that which Basso describes with regard to the Western Apache, the Dreaming  (i.e. the narratives of the actions of the ancestors that shaped the landscape that are both narrative and the actions themselves) are what establish the Law. They are both in the past and continually happening. The physical landscape is understood to be a record of the actions of the ancestors which set the precedents for the social Law. The physical environment also is the Law, and vice versa. Geoffrey Lienhardt presents a similar view of what he terms divinity among the Dinka: a fusing of sense impressions of the natural world and social memory that is represented and experienced as an external force that can act as an agent in the world: divinity.
 
The treatment of both of these examples exhibits a blending of two important theoretical approaches. The first is that of the phenomenology of place in which sense experience of the physical landscape fuses with and is epistemologically co-extensive with the frameworks used to sense and make sense of that physical landscape.  The second is the mechanism famously described by Durkheim through which the social comes to be re-presented and re-experienced as something external to the individual. The Law becomes part of the external landscape sensed by the body, externalized memory blends with the natural world to become agentive divinity.  However, these approaches both present the reader with a fairly monolithic indigenous local group: “the Pintupi”, “the Dinka”. This is precisely the unreconstructed view of the local that Gupta and Ferguson criticize. 
Eric Hirch and Michael O'Hanlon suggest that the term landscape has a double identity in anthropological discourses:
... 'Landscape' has been deployed, first, as a framing convention which informs the way the anthropologist brings his or her study into 'view'...Secondly, it has been used to refer to the meaning imputed by local people to their cultural and physical surroundings.



Thus, they suggest that, both with regard to the ways that anthropologists have looked at the places of the people they study and in the way that those people themselves may represent their worlds, the sensing of the environment and representations of that sensing do not premise themselves on a static, picture-like world.
 Rather, landscape, both as representation and as life-world, should be seen as a process of dynamic relationship between foregrounds and backgrounds that have different significances and different contents. Thus, for the Piro of the Amazon, the locations that they inhabit most of the time, their foregrounds, are contrasted with the background locations of danger and opportunity found in the “regenerated forest and new portions of the river” into which they must foray for particular purposes.
 Their lives are a movement between these foregrounds and backgrounds. Hirsch and O'Hanlon argue that the ways that the Piro experience the world as divided between foreground and background are structurally similar way to the ways in which the “merging of two cultures of visualization and the forms of representation of each” may be seen in the relationships between foreground and background in European genres of landscape painting.
 The ultimate base for their notion of foreground and background is the now familiar binary of space (here as background) and place (here as foreground), and the dynamic relationship between them that bears intrinsically on the act of perception. Under broad examination, the idea of landscape yields an example of how a single term might fuse phenomenological and social constructionist approaches. This is exemplification is apt in a second way as well; it clarifies the utility and importance of attention to visual culture in Kedarnath. It also makes transparent the connection between the impetuses, discussed at length in the introduction, provided by the salient features of visual print culture of Kedarnath for this work as a whole.
Hybrid Emplacement and Visual Culture at Kedarnath

Robust investigation of Kedarnath as a place requires that one view it as a deeply significant landscape filled with the presence of Shiva in the Himalayas in a way that recalls the treatments of Myers and Lienhardt. It also must be regarded as the site of dynamic cultural, social, and economic processes. One way to tackle this dual requirement is through examination of visual print culture in Kedarnath, particularly through attention to the foregrounds and backgrounds of printed calendar art found in the Kedarnath bazaar. Christopher Pinney, in his work on the hybrid European-Indian genre of calendar art in South Asian visual culture, and in particular the presence of such calendar art in modern day North India, has convincingly demonstrated that use of foregrounds and background in such posters enact tensions in modern north Indian society between different ways of being in the world, such as the tension between agricultural and technological, modern lifestyles.
 Specifically, for Pinney, the representation of landscape in calendar art is a “stylized aesthetic which expresses a historical and moral topophilia.”
 These representations illustrate “the intersection and conflict of, on the one hand, a folk model of historical decay and, on the other, a nationalist political language of modernity.”

Tensions between different modes of lifestyle and being are apparent at Kedarnath. It is both an abode of Shiva and a perfect picture post-card of Himalayan beauty. It is a place that is difficult to get to but also a place where Shiva is especially accessible. Going on yatra to the Himalayas is in some ways an eminently traditional act and in other ways eminently modern.  Most, if not all, of the people who find themselves in Kedarnath end up seeing it with double vision – as modern pilgrimage tourist destination in the Himalayas and as a place of power, an abode of Shiva. Almost all of them also buy images of Kedarnath to take home; the images are also commodities.  Careful attention to such print images, the subject of Chapter Five, uniquely illuminates this character of the site.
My use of visual print culture as a way of thinking through the character of Kedarnath as a place builds on previous linkages between the study of place and visual culture. Martin Gaenzle and Jorg Gengnagel work through the multiple modalities in which people visually engage place in their recent edited volume on Banaras. Locating themselves with reference to Casey, Basso, Feld, Hirsch and O’Hanlon, they offer the notion of “cultural representations of space” as the analytic frame for holding together the diverse topics of the anthology.
 Offering a useful general picture on the intersection of place and visuality in South Asia, they write that
South Asia has a particularly rich heritage which includes scholarly treatises and handbooks with practical advice (e.g. vastu śāstra knowledge) and the long tradition of maṇḍala- related concepts in both the political and religious sense, which is reflected in indigenous cartography. A place is generally sacralized by the presence of a divine being, local spirits, and goddesses and gods of different orders. Visual representation of space in shrines or other objects of divine presence thus implies some form of interaction with these divinities, be it visiting, “seeing” (darśana), offering gifts or receiving blessings. This is an important cultural practice which is embedded in other practices (bodily movement, ritual, music, speech, etc…), and as a social phenomenon it is subject to change. The colonial encounter introduced new forms of visualization, new media and markets, different ways of seeing and treating space, which were variously appropriated, assimilated or rejected…


The utility of investigating forms of visual culture found at Kedarnath as a tool for developing a conception of the site as a whole is apparent from these succinct framings. And, to return to Pinney’s observations about the lifestyles represented in the foregrounds and backgrounds of calendar art, yet another part of the conception of Kedarnath as a whole that attention to its visual culture generates are the ways in which people must navigate between embodiment and representation while present there. These navigations are part of what a social constructionist lens renders visible. John Durham Peters calls this condition of being caught between culture and mass culture, between being in the landscape and seeing it as a picture, the condition of bifocality.
 It is a condition of living caught between different modes of being in the world.  Mary M. Crain thinks through many of the above issues in her work on the changes tourism is bringing to the Andalusian pilgrimage tradition of El Rocio. She asks
What does it mean to be a member of a “local community” in such a world of simulations and commodified differences? …..how does this change the way in which such things as locality and community themselves are lived and understood?... During the past three decades the mass media and the tourist industry, as well as new social groups, have become increasingly implicated in this event, initiating its transformation from a local romeria (religious pilgrimage) to a festival with regional, national, and secular dimensions.


There are many ways that the case of Kedarnath, given that it is a Hindu pilgrimage place of pan-Hindu and local and regional importance, might specify and nuance this view. The point, nonetheless, is clear. By the time most people arrive in Kedarnath, whether as locals coming for the season or as outsiders for a day, their relationship to the place is bifocal – it is a destination at which they know through their bodies that they have arrived, and it is a destination that may have been represented to them thousands of times, in narrative and in image. Attention to this bifocality is but one of many aspects of the landscape and place of Kedarnath that recommends a blending of social constructionist and phenomenological approaches. 
The Sacredness of Place, Space, and Landscape in Religious Studies
Attention to landscape and space within the field of religious studies (and further afield) is often prefixed by the term sacred. As Kim Knott has pointed out, investigations of the spatiality of the “sacred” became concerns of the scholarly mainstream largely through Gerardus van der Leuww’s Religion in Essence and Manifestation, published in 1933.
 Mircea Eliade famously regarded sacred space as an irruption or break in the otherwise undifferentiated spatiality of the profane.
 Eliade has of course been critiqued in many quarters, most notably by Jonathan Z. Smith, for his lack of engagement with questions of the specific contexts and the reliability of his primary textual sources.
 Knott observes that, in the study of religion, it was most famously J.Z. Smith who first “dislodged theory on sacred space from its previous base within a phenomenological conception of both the ‘sacred’ and ‘place’, and re-engaged it with social and cultural constructionist approaches from anthropology and sociology.”
 This move reemphasizes the over-determined relationship in the study of religion between phenomenological and critical, social constructionist approaches mentioned earlier in this chapter. 
William Sax makes a strong assertion regarding the analytic challenges entailed in the utilization and non-utilization of analytic categories such as sacred place:
Scholarly work in this area constantly threatens to be vitiated by the categories of analysis employed.  On the one hand, many social scientists (e.g. Bhardwaj 1973, Sopher 1968) tend to ignore the specifically religious dimensions of sacred places. In failing to raises issues of religious power and experience, such studies also fail to describe their object adequately, much less analyze it.  On the other hand, specialists in the study of religion persist in using transcendental and non-empirical categories – especially the category of the “the sacred” itself – to describe and analyze their object. This use of transcendental categories reflects a wider tendency to make a rigid distinction between politics and religion…

 It should be noted that Sax bases his on observations on extant work. He does not suggest that combining the approaches of the social sciences and the study of religion is intrinsically impossible.

The notions of sacred space, place, and landscape continue to have a presence, albeit a somewhat ambiguous presence, in the study of religion. For example, the notion of sacred landscape, though its inclusion of the term sacred renders it an appropriate subject for Sax’s critique, remains one of the fundamental terms in the study of ecology and religion. One striking example of the differential persistence of this term may be seen in through comparison of the title of an extraordinarily nuanced presentation of place in Rajasthan by Ann Gold (Story, Ritual, and Environment) with the title of the anthology in which it is located.
 That title, Sacred Landscapes and Cultural Politics, suggests that the editors of the volume (Ann Grodzins Gold and Phillip Arnold) felt that the term sacred landscapes by itself did not do justice to their goals for the conversation but also that it could not be done without entirely.

Some scholars, in contradistinction to Knott’s later work in this vein, have explored the putatively unique characteristics of sacred space, a formulation that extends Lefebvrian-based notions of social space (the social constructionist model) to include varieties of inner and outer spatialities that have specifically religious connotations.  Allan Grapard proffers the notion of the mandalization of space to frame forms of “genotype” and “chronotype” found in indigenous descriptions of Mount Hiko in Japan.
 Hedva Ben-Israel uses the term “sanctification” to discuss how Israeli nationalist discourses transform traditional Jewish conceptions of the Land of Israel.
 Moshe Kalian and Eliezer Wiztum use a blend of phenomenological and psychological analysis to explore the case of religiously-inflected psychotic episodes in Jerusalem.
 
Much of the differential persistence of the notion of the “sacred” in current approaches to the study of religion (and places of religious significance) centers on continuing debates surrounding the figure of Mircea Eliade and his work. While as William Paden rightly points out Eliade was not the first scholar to suggest the sacred as an analytic category, Eliade’s formulations of the term (particularly for thinking about questions of space and place) have arguably supplanted those of figures such as Durkheim and Otto.
 However, recent and ongoing scholarly conversations surrounding Eliade’s life and work demonstrate that there is not scholarly consensus regarding both the nature and scholarly import of several of the main topics about which he has been traditionally critiqued: his notion that the sacred possesses separate ontological and transcendental status, his lack of regard for historical and anthropological context, and his biographical and conceptual linkages to fascist political agendas.

Given the unresolved nature of such conversations, my choice in this work to not employ a notion of sacred place or space as the overarching frame through which to view Kedarnath reflects in the main my own view that such a frame simply does not offer the most useful angle of approach for the particular case with which I am concerned. Approaching and discussing Kedarnath primarily as a sacred place would not sufficiently alert the reader to the ways in which the power Kedarnath exercises in the lives and experience of those present in the plays is a combination of what Scott Kugle, in his work on the Sufi body, discusses as analytically distinct phenomena: sacred power, social power, and political power.
 Part of the particularity of Kedarnath are the ways in which its religious power (itself a combination of the power and agency of Shiva and the power of the Himalayan environment more generally) fuses with its social, cultural, economic, and environmental power in the experience of those present in the place. These other sorts of power may well be understood as the residue of the primordial and indexical (and sacred) power of Shiva and the Himalayan mountains, yet in the Kedarnath of 2007 these many kinds of power and culture frame fuse in the production of experiences of place and do not remain distinct.
 
In a broader taxonomical sense, Kedarnath may certainly be understood as a sacred place, and indeed there are ways to read Eliade’s understanding of the ways that the sacred camouflages itself that might account for many of my concerns with its utility as an analytic frame for my particular case.
 Given the intrinsically comparative nature of the academic study of religion it may well be necessary to employ such terms at a general level in order to talk coherently about different examples and phenomena that arise in different times, spaces, and in different religious traditions and sub-groups. I do not mean to imply here that that the study of religion ought to dispense with the idea of the sacred, especially given that it remains an open question what such a designation might mean.
 Yet the core purpose of this work is to account for the specific textures of Kedarnath, and while an investigation of sacred place would certainly unearth Kedarnath as a site worthy of investigation, I am not convinced that it would take the discussion far enough into the important particulars of the site in its current form. A more analytically local and “down to earth” mode of approach is necessary for the muddy and marshy textures of place and divine presence we find in Kedarnath.
Place, Experience, and Critical Phenomenology

Both in the study of religion and in the study of place and space, it is not strictly necessary to view social constructionist and phenomenological approaches as mutually antithetical. In this assertion I take my bearings from recent trends in anthropology regarding the theorization of experience. Specifically, I am in conversation with the trajectory which Sarah Willen, following Robert Desjarlais, has termed the critical phenomenological approach. As Willen writes about her own work with illegal migrant workers in Tel Aviv: 
Following Desjarlais, I find it useful to characterize this project as an effort to develop a “critical phenomenology of migrant ‘illegality’”, understood as “a phenomenologically inclined account … which attends at once to the concerns and lifeworlds of [our ethnographic subjects] and to the interrelated social, discursive, and political forces that underpinned those concerns and lifeworlds.


Willen argues that an account of the “sensory world” (to use Desjarlais' term) of such workers also includes an account of their social and economic worlds both as individuals and as groups.
 That is to say, phenomenological attention to sense experience is broadened to include inter-subjectively constituted social and economic environments suffused with the dynamics of power. If, to recall Casey's use of Merleau Ponty, one always finds oneself already in body and already in place, then Willen and Desjarlais would perhaps say that that body and that place are also already social, already inter-subjective, and in the case of the illegal migrant workers with whom Willen works, already deeply constrained. The experience of being a person is phenomenologically encultured and constrained. The experience of being in Kedarnath is phenomenologically about the interplay of physical environment, devotion, money, nature, efficacy, and attractive power. 
Critical phenomenological approaches to experience are also alert to the intersubjective qualities of being a person in the world; others are always already present. This insistence, coupled with the persistent local/yatri framing that I found to be one of the main ways that social identity was referenced in Kedarnath, has engendered in me a heightened sensitivity to the ways in which experiences of Kedarnath are often most saliently produced in moments of interaction between yatris and locals. This sensitivity has in turn led me to replicate this binary in this work; in chapters four, five, and six I make a point of distinguishing between yatri points of view and local points of view.

This critical phenomenological approach represents one among many efforts to move beyond culture in anthropological investigation, as I already mentioned with reference to Gupta and Ferguson.
 Other such attempts include psycho-analytically inflected approaches to the study of possession and healing such as those by Vincent Crapanzano, Gyannath Obeyesekere, Byron Good, and Sarah Pinto.
 Medical anthropologist Arthur Kleinman, along with others, has similarly attempted to theorize new ways of approaching the intractable challenge of human suffering that do not stop with cultural analysis.

Willen describes critical phenomenological approaches as “three-dimensional”, meaning that they are approaches that recognize that focus on a single aspect of a subject’s experience (i.e. time or home or embodiment) would fall short of adequate description.
 She argues that such analytic three-dimensionality is crucial for understanding the lives of people outside the law, living in constant worry, living between nations. Michael Jackson's recent piece on the life of a Sierra Leonean man in London is a good example of the fragile nature of such lives and the necessity for finding ways to allow such voices to speak.

 
Several works on Hindu pilgrimages places have demonstrated their awareness for necessity of such methodological three-dimensionality in different ways, as well as the potential pitfalls of such an approach. Gaya Charan Tripathi has written a rigorous and comprehensive textual presentation, translation and explication of the daily puja ceremony in the Jagannath temple based on palm leaf manuscripts found in Orissa.
 In this approach what happens inside the temple is the single defining feature the reader encounters of Jagannath Puri. On the other hand, the editorial team of Anncharlott Eschmann, Hermann Kulke, and Gaya Charan Tripathi assembled an anthology on Jagannath Puri which displays diverse subject matter and approach: the history of Vaishnavism in Orissa, the history of the temple, the relationship of the Jagannath deities to tribal deities of the area, temple policy and patronage in the medieval period, priestly organization and patronage, the identity of the deities, and the relationship of Jagannath to Oriya political sentiment.
 The most recent scholarly work on Jagannath and one of the most sophisticated recent treatments of Hindu place, Ishita Banerjee Dube’s recent historical anthropology of Jagannath Puri builds on these works. Dube takes as her explicit analytic purpose the holding of diverse aspects of Jagannath Puri within a single “analytic field”, an approach that recalls my own drive for a theoretical and methodological holism:
By blending chronicles of the governance of the temple and accounts of the aspirations of the devotees, I attempt to breakdown the boundaries of pilgrimage studies, questions the dubious division between structure and process, religion and politics, pilgrimage and tourism.  Divine Affairs underscores the inextricable links between the putative domains of the ‘spiritual’ and the ‘temporal’ in order to expose the inconsistencies inherent in a straightforward separation of religious virtue and state power. It brings together the early nineteenth and the late twentieth centuries within a single analytical field to examine the enduring bequests of the colonial regime in the understanding and ‘management’ of religion by the independent Indian state, further underscoring the contradictory consequences produced by a coupling of inherited ideas of order and improvement with the constructed ideal of dharma in the postcolonial secular state’s work upon religion.
 

The approach on display here is an historical anthropological approach that takes as its main analytic unit the complicated network of interpenetrations among the administrative history of Jagannath and its character in the experience and perception of devotees. The emphasis of the work is on the historical underpinnings of the current anthropological realities found at the site. Dube’s commitment to a methodological holism that resists a dichotomizing of Jagannath Puri into what previous generations in the study of religion might call “sacred” and “secular” aspects is laudable, and in many aspects I share this aim. In comparison, the gaze of my own work, pursuant to a critical phenomenological approach, focuses to a relatively greater extent on the embodied aspects of being present in Kedarnath.
Another recent work displays a different method of framing place in South Asia that nonetheless treats a significant amount of historical material. Lawrence Babb, John Cort, and Michel Meister choose a thematic orientation for the rich fruits of their long-standing collaborative scholarship on a series of four Hindu and Jain temples in Rajasthan. They inflect their researches through four themes (history, architectural structure, pilgrims and patrons, and social identities.) rather than providing the reader with a single model for understanding and evaluating the effect of these themes on people who visit the temples in question.
 Their project, as they phrase it, is an attempt to answer the question “What is a temple?”, and this aim (different as well from the aim of answering questions such as “what is the experience of a temple?”) structures their presentation and their content to great extent.

It is also important to note that James Lochtefeld’s recent work on the Hindu pilgrimage place of Haridwar takes an intentionally non-unitary approach to its subject as it engages a laudably broad and deep set of data about the site in its current and historical iterations. Lochtefeld emphasizes the necessity of a multiplicity of views and approaches to the site of Haridwar, and while his work as a whole is a delineation of a singular place of complex character, he intentionally resists offering a single “story” that will frame the place.
  To large extent I firmly share Lochtefeld’s commitment to a broad analysis of Hindu place that interpenetrates historical, social, and traditionally religious data. The ways in which our analytic paths diverge stems primarily from the different characters of the sites we engage. The site of Kedarnath is experienced primarily as a single powerful entity comprised of the complex overlapping of different facets of the place. Haridwar, on the other hand, is a site of composite significance and power that is also a small urban center. Thus, appropriate analytic attention to the multiple aspects of each site takes a different form. 
Critical Phenomenology, Place, and Religious Studies

The examples I have just discussed, whether anthology or monograph, effectively illustrate a number of different three-dimensional methods for approaching Hindu place in South Asia. In this work I am similarly committed to such three-dimensionality, the specific relationships among physical environment, cultural association, practice inside and outside the temple, and economic activity push towards the critical phenomenological approach already under consideration. Throughout this work it is my contention that it is only through such an approach that it becomes possible to view Kedarnath's overlapping identities as tirtha, abode of Shiva, site of natural beauty, and site of economic opportunity in a single analytic moment. The model of the complex agency of Kedarnath as both place and tirtha offers a single frame through which the data of sense experience, the altitude and weather of Kedarnath, the moment of darshan, and the inflation of up to three hundred percent of basic items such as chai in the Kedarnath bazaar may be analytically encountered.
My aims, however, are slightly different from those that drive anthropologists interested in questions of experience and critical phenomenology. My primary goal is not to create the space for oppressed voices to be heard, to render visible the exercise of human agency and resistance, or to come to terms with suffering and trauma. Rather, my goal is to talk about Kedarnath in a way that appropriately captures its character as a famous abode of Shiva but also does not presume that this aspect of Kedarnath is the primary component in the experience of all present at the site. It does not make sense to structure an approach to Kedarnath around an analytic designation of the site as a “sacred” place. Nor would it be appropriate to leave out of an analytic frame an acknowledgement of that which almost all present at the site would say is the ultimate reason that they are in that place. For a view of Kedarnath as place, it will not do to structure an analysis of Kedarnath around an approach that distinguishes in any pre-emptive or static way between the “sacred” and “profane” aspects of the site in space and time. Yet, at the same time, a responsible treatment of the site will offer a way of engaging what Sax (in the critique reference earlier in this chapter) calls “religious power”.

The discipline of religious studies is perhaps the primary audience for this work, even though much of how I approach Kedarnath is conditioned through anthropology, philosophy, geography, and the analysis of visual culture rather than through, for example, the history of religions.  This means several disclaimers are in order. This work is an inquiry into experiences of Kedarnath as a place, not “religious” experiences of Kedarnath as a place. I do not seek to identify as special or set apart particular sorts of experiences one might have at Kedarnath from other experiences. I do not seek to engage questions of mystical language beyond experience, empirically unfalsifiable inner experiences of the sort postulated by James, Otto and problematized by Proudfoot.
 I do not follow those such as Keith Yandell and empirically evaluate the truth content of particular experiences of Shiva at Kedarnath, though many Indians in fact assumed this to be my primary research purpose.
 My own fieldwork indicates that attempts in this direction would obscure much of what makes Kedarnath a place with power to attract hundreds of thousands of people a year.
 

The Complex Agency of Kedarnath Inside and Outside the Temple
What is important, significant, and powerful about Kedarnath does not lie only inside the temple, or even only inside the confines of the built environment of the village. While what happens inside the temple is certainly a major element of what is important about Kedarnath, what happens inside the temple at Kedarnath is not distinct in stable ways from what happens outside the temple. The differential importance of the Kedarnath temple to the site of Kedarnath as a whole usefully indicates why holistic, “three-dimensional” approaches to Kedarnath are important. Thus, I do not begin the dissertation as Paul Younger does in his work on Citamparam, with a presentation of the worship inside the temple, but rather with a glimpse of the temple from devdarshini.
 What makes Kedarnath important as a destination is not only the putative presence of Shiva inside the temple. And the site as a whole is not distinct in stable ways from the Himalayas in general. I discuss this point extensively in Chapter Six. What is needed, then, is an approach to the place that provides room for understanding the experience of the presence of Shiva at Kedarnath but does not make this presence a pre-condition for validity of the approach. It is with this need in mind that I introduce my notion of the complex agency of Kedarnath both as place and tirtha, building on the idea (proposed by, among others, Ronald Inden and William Sax) that it is analytically productive to regard Hindu deities as complex agents.
Kedarnath is not on the way to any other destination. It is even several days journey beyond the old trade and pilgrim routes from the Uttarkashi side that lead into Triyugi Narayan. And journey directly east to the Kalimath and Madmaheshvar valleys is arduous in the best of conditions. Kedarnath is at the end of a mostly enclosed river valley that makes a three-sided box.
 Were it not for the presence of Shiva at Kedarnath the only people to come into the valley would be shepherds and goatherds bringing their flocks for pasturage.  Thus, Kedarnath participates in many overlapping networks of local, regional, national, and international scope but it participates as  a powerful site on the periphery of the networks that constrains the web of networks to facilitate its own inclusion – through the creation of roads, tourist infrastructure, and in 2007 and 2008, a branch of the State Bank of India (though Kedarnath does not have an ATM, which Badrinath reputedly does possess), the dedication of a reservation office for Indian Railways dedicated by no less of a personage than Lalu Prasad Yadav himself. 

As I signaled in Chapter Two, the attractive power of the site has passed through a series of iterations and transformations that stretch back at least a millennium. Kedarnath continues to be an attractor of persons, now at the rate of approximately half a million people per year. But it is a diverse attractor.  It attracts persons who wish to be purified, to ask a boon and have it granted, to carry out an act that they understand to have considerable traditional importance, to instill the importance of traditional saṃskāras (virtues, values, life cycle rites) in their children, to experience the beauty of the Himalayas, and to earn a living. This is a broad set of reasons that nonetheless display commonality: an awareness that there is something about the place (as place, as locus of economic activity, as purifier) that makes itself felt as an attractor, that structures peoples’ experience by requiring that they be in that place, with all its exigencies of altitude, weather, money, and culture. 
The place itself gives a unique stamp to this feeling – it is the feeling of being in Kedarnath and being caused to be there, the active feeling of having made the effort to reach the place and the passive feeling of being somehow caused to come and struggling with the altitude, the terrain, and the weather. I argue that there is a unity to the fact of this attraction to and in place. Kedarnath calls to people and attracts them. It is no one’s home, no one’s “dwelling”. Everyone arrives and leaves, and is aware of the effort it takes to be, to exist, in that location. It does not only act on people as an abode of Shiva, but also as a fiercely beautiful and challenging environment that involves a great deal of money.

This idea of Kedarnath’s attractive power is based on the indigenous notion of akarshan. Yet this is not the indigenous term that would be perhaps be the obvious, well known term to explain why people come to places like Kedarnath.  That term would be bulāvā (bulava, call), the feeling of being called to a particular tirtha.  Akarshan, however, generates different connotations.  There is in akarshan a sense of compulsion, of magnetism that is less present in bulava. It is the way that a magnet calls to iron as opposed to the way, recalling Mark Rohe's work on Vaishno Devi (another Himalayan shrine wherein a deity of uncertain form resides), a mother calls a child.
  While there is a good amount of connotative overlap, this term is also perhaps more appropriate to Kedarnath's identity as a linga of light, a jyotirlinga and Shiva's identity, oft-referenced in Shaivite philosophical works, as vibration (spanda).
 Metaphors based on the language of physics (of elements, magnetism, vibration, light, oscillation) are often found in philosophical studies of Shaivism. At Kedarnath, one is perhaps more in a world framed by the idea of a transfigurative force-presence than a personality as such. Perhaps also because akarshan is less of a marked term it is slightly more available for me to reinterpret. The attraction is not only a devotional attraction, the sense offered by the term bulava. Thus, in Hindi, my argument is that Kedarnath is an attractor of persons, a logoṁ ko ākarśit karne vālā. Forms of this phrase would occasionally come up in my conversations with both locals and yatris at Kedarnath: “There is something about this place that attracts people, that brings them here.” This idea of akarshan is further able to serve as an intellectual bridge between the communities with whom I work and the scholarly communities who are the primary audience for my writing. It is also a term that Dabaral, citing Yashpal Jain’s description of Amarnath, uses to describe the power of the Himalayas in general.
 
To unpack what I mean by logon ko akarshit karne vala, I have chosen to invoke the idea of place and tirtha as complex agent. Kedarnath is an entity, made up of multiple overlapping constituent factors, that in certain patterned and coherent ways that are measurable and discernable in the world as the action, or agency, of a single entity. This notion of complex agency is to some extent an intentional substitution and broadening of the idea of the “presence of Shiva” famously offered by Stella Kramrisch, a substitution that accords with the place-based view of Kedarnath I take in this work.
 I borrow and adapt the notion of complex agency from the work of William Sax, who finds considerable utility in the notion of deities as complex agents. He argues for a complex, or distributed notion of agency not defined in opposition to the notion of social structure and not limited to the “capability of power exercised by individual persons, closely connected to or even identical with free will.”
 Marshalling a broad range of work on primates, machines, technologies, signs, and complex systems, he offers a different working definition for complex agency: “…the capacity to effect changes in the external world…”
 Sax himself builds on the work of historian Ronald Inden, who suggests that Vishnu and Shiva be taken seriously as historical complex agents. Inden in turn built on the idea of R.G. Collingwood that an agent is not a stable, eternal entity. Rather, agents, simple and complex, are better understood as scalar, processual systems of “overlapping entities”  whose  identity is defined processually through actions in the world.

In such a model of complex agency, it is not necessary that the effector(s) of change in the external world demonstrate full awareness of its/their own agency in order to be regarded as an agent. This view challenges the assertions of sociologists such as Margaret Arthur, for whom agency is at its base an idea used to describe certain attributes of a personhood that contribute to self-awareness and certain mechanisms by which that personhood comes into full being.
 In Archer's view, personhood emerges into full being through a gradual realization of how a self relates to others and a personal commitment to its own existence that is elaborated through interior conversation.
 Thus, the use of the language of agency to describe something other than humans or collections of humans or human institutions whose overlapping concerns and investments create a pattern of agency is an assertion that must be justified. Sax asserts that such a non-human model of agency should not in this regard “cause any alarm.”
 
Further, he argues that the requirement that agents possess consciousness in order to be understood as agents reflects a Western and unnecessarily limited view of consciousness that constitutes a “refusal to take seriously the ontologies of non-European cultures...”
 Rather, the phenomenon of consciousness, which Sax understands as the “articulation of a vast number of ‘information-processing modules in the mind...’” can simply relocate and function“at a higher level of integration.”
 At this level, different human and non-human entities may similarly comprise a set of information-processing modules that merely are not all located inside the brain of a single human subject. These modules exist as part of a network of human, material, and non-material simple agents. This understanding of consciousness, and of the utility of the notion of complex agency, premises Sax’s view that complex agency is a useful and philosophically well-attested (he references Tuomela and Searle in this regard) way of thinking about collectively constituted entities that captures the way such entities operate in the human world reasonably well.
 
Following Inden, Sax’s contribution to the application of complexity theory to cases in the social sciences and humanities is to include deities as part of such complex systems. Inden wants to think about Vishnu and Shiva as agents in the history of the subcontinent. Sax suggests that Hindu deities be understood as complex agents in the context of oracular possession.
 This is a different analytic solution to the question of possession than, for example, anthropological treatments that examines possession as something emerging out of the social and psychological contexts of the possessed individual.
 
In his most recent work, Sax discusses how the complex agency of deities functions as part of larger systems of agency consisting of social, psychological, and physical webs of connection, through which healing is accomplished. He focuses on these networks of healing practice as they are found in the Harijan cult of the Garhwali deity Bhairava. Drawing on the historian of science Bruno Latour, Sax argues that Garhwali deities, or devtas, are part of what he calls “networks” of healing agents.
 It is through the work of these networks that healing happens. It will be recalled that Thomas Tweed also drew on the thought of Latour to accomplish his goal of de-transcendentalizing the landscapes of biology and culture, what he calls “sacroscapes,” that direct the path of “religious flows.”
Sax’s application of the notion of complex agency has been questioned by John Smith, who regards it as a “rhetorical conjuring trick” whose perhaps unattainable aim is to honor the experience of Garhwalis to whom deities that possess are quite real in an intellectually respectable way.
 This reply does not, however, do justice to the degree of agency and the degree of impact in the world that Sax is trying to capture. Something else, or what is experienced as something else, comes into the minds and bodies of people, frequently without or against their volition – they say things they would not say, do things they would not do, and know things they could not know. Somehow healing happens where there was no healing.  Certain kinds of healing only happen in Garhwal when the devtas are present, whatever that presence “is”. The actions in the world of these “non-empirical beings” are empirical enough to demand serious engagement in some form.
 There is more at stake here than rhetoric.  The notion of deity as complex agent points down a good path; it structures thought and inquiry in directions that are heuristically valuable.  It is not a perfect analytic term, but it is creative of a very useful attitude in a reader, a hermeneutic of generosity towards what Sax has termed the “ontologies of non-European cultures.”
  Sax also himself admits that the concept is a bridge between the world of the western anthropologist and the world of Garhwali culture: “Such an understanding would not be identical to Hindus’ religious ideology, but neither would it contradict it.”
 This idea also has the potential to function as a disciplinary bridge between the study of religion and the social sciences. It will be remembered that Sax himself, in his critique on the relationships between these disciplines and the most appropriate ways in which the phenomenon of religious power should be approached, pushes for more cross-conversation in this regard.
To say that the place of Kedarnath is a complex agent, therefore, is to say that it is an entity/location composed of the processual overlapping of numerous kinds of agents (which may themselves be complex agents on a smaller scale) whose patterned effects in the world display collective intentionality: humans, cultural forms, built and physical environments, objects, and deities. A “place”, as Casey, Cresswell, Massey, Low, and Zuneigas remind us, is a sensory occasion, a landscape, a gathering of associations, a point of meeting and process of different sorts of social and economic flows.  It is with these understandings of place in mind that I have made the place of Kedarnath my unit of analysis. I am not proposing a notion of place as complex agent who is a deity. It would be narrow and reductive to present the experience-structuring complex agency of Kedarnath as that of a deity full stop. It is both a site of pilgrimage and tourist activity and an abode of Shiva.  
At least in the Kedarnath valley, Shiva is not a deity who possesses. He is one of the deities who undergird the systems inhabited by other deities.  He is a deity who is both at the top of the divine hierarchy and best reached through intermediaries (such as Bhairavnath, who does possess) and he is a deity who is bhola: at once innocent, unpredictable, and forgetful. Much of Shiva’s power at Kedarnath to purify and grant boons does not appear to be dependent on his awareness or volitional relationship to a devotee but rather as a unmotivated by-product of the nature of Shiva’s presence in Kedarnath.  This presence is experienced both in the place and as the place, thus recommending my invocation of the notion of complex agency. The attracting power of Kedarnath is what drives the engine of economic attraction of the region, and many locals’ worship of Kedarnath was phrased to me as the expression of thanks and the hope of economic benefit. For many locals, Kedarnath is less a place of dharm (in this usage, “traditional devotion”) than of dhandha (“occupation”, “whatever one must do to provide for one’s family”).  For some yatris it is the natural beauty of the mountains that draws them. For others it is the putative power of the linga to purify and grant wishes. For still others journey to places to Kedarnath are occasions to enjoy the ability to carry out leisure travel and at the same time to do so in an environment that will remind their children of the traditional worlds from which they themselves have begun to feel distant.
The attractive power of Kedarnath is not only theistic.  For these reasons I do not merely transpose Sax’s notion of deity as complex agent. Rather, I am using it and extending it as a way to view the place of Kedarnath as a whole.  Ideally, it is a model of place that will work even if a reader does not wish to grant any reality to the notion of Shiva.
 A famous university or company, for example, could also be viewed as a logon ko akarshit karne vala, as could the Grand Canyon or Niagara Falls.
The Production of the Experience of Place as Complex Agent
The angle of approach of this work is now clear: a critical phenomenological view of Kedarnath as a place that demonstrates multifaceted patterns of complex agency produced by the overlapping of different facets of the site – that demonstrates a power of akarshan. This power of akarshan is effectively the synthesis of the agency of power of Shiva, the religious and touristic power of the Himalayan locale of Kedarnath, the physical impact of the environment, and the economic and cultural importance of the site. While constructed from the toolboxes of anthropology, geography, visual cultural studies, and philosophy, I mean this argument to be most resonant for those in the study of religion concerned with the ongoing powers of place and space in the modern world and with the study of Shaivism. 
It now remains to examine the particulars of how what I term salient constituent elements of the experience of Kedarnath as platial complex agent reflect and produce such experiences. Each of these elements (narrative exposition, visual print culture, practices in place) under discussion in this work registers the character and complex agency of Kedarnath in unique and complementary ways and act as agents in the production of experiences of Kedarnath in their own right. I first consider the world of narrative exposition in Kedarnath. As I began by noting in the introduction, narratives about the place often frame visit to and residence in the site. Yet precisely how these narratives frame the place and what suggestions they make about its nature is an intricate question.  
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