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“The holy spot of Hari named Badari is difficult to access in all the three worlds. Merely
by remembering the holy place men who have committed great sins are immediately
absolved of sins. Those who die there attain salvation. Even a mental pilgrimage to
Badari becomes equal to a severe penance performed in other Tirthas.”

Skanda Purana.

“In whatever way people approach me, in that way do I make myself visible to them.”
Bhagavad Gita.

In this paper I discuss how a sacred space can be understood in terms of both a place of
devotional experience and as a place of religio-political contention over the control of the
devotional experience. I will consider this in regards to the Himalayan Hindu pilgrimage shrine
of Badrinath through the myth of the ascetic brothers Nar and Narayan. This myth is useful as
both an example of the Hindu devotional idiom of bhakti and as a general example of
confrontations over control of a sacred space and the authority associated with religious
austerities. The devotional idiom of the myth is useful in understanding the apparent
contradictions between Badrinath’s reputation as a site of worldly renunciation and as a place
of mass pilgrimage. The latter contentional aspect of the myth illustrates the issue of
sectarianism, conflict and rivalry arising from the possession of religious authority. As such it
reflects the contemporary, historical and quasi-historical contentions over control of the shrine.

This paper is based upon field research conducted at Badrinath in 2001, 2002 and 2004.

Situated in an isolated valley at over 3000m in the central Indian Himalayas, the
famous Vaisnavite pilgrimage temple of Badrinath has been long represented in the Indian

religious tradition as a materially remote ideal of samnydsin (renunciation), tapasya (religious
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austerity), and moksa (liberation from rebirth). Its sanctity is emphasized by its location among
the great peaks bordering Tibet and at the glacial source of the Alaknanda River, a major
tributary of the Ganges. It is considered to be both a tirtha, a place at which it is possible to
make a spiritual crossing or transformation (Eck 1981) and a dham, a place where an aspect of
the divine is dwelling in this world (Gonda 1967). It is not possible to determine if the site
referred to as Vadari, Badari or Badarikasrama as early as the Mahabharata epic was located at
the place now known as Badrinath, but there remains a thematic continuity of renunciant ideals
between these ancient dsrams and the contemporary pilgrim temple. These ideals are most
evidently expressed in the medieval Puranic texts, the layers of myths recounted at the shrine,
the requirement of brahmacarya (celibacy) for the Rawal or chief priest of the temple, and the
active presence of renunciant sects, dsrams and meditation sites in the Badrinath valley. The
emplacement of these ideals at Badrinath has made it one of the most revered shrines in

Hinduism.

During the later half of the twentieth century, Badrindth became easily accessible and
this once remote shrine is now inundated with pilgrims. For perhaps more than a millennium
prior to this, pilgrimage to the shrine involved months of arduous walking into the mountains.
In 1962, after Indian’s brief but disastrous war with China over the Tibetan border, the
Himalayan region was reassessed by the Indian Army. An immense road building program, that
continues today, was undertaken. In 1968, the road reached the shrine of Badrinath and for the
first time pilgrims could drive to their haloed goal. The lifting of military restrictions on the
border zone in the early 1980°s further opened the region. In the 1990’s, the opening of the
Indian economy, the growth of the middle class and the growth in private car ownership created
a flood of pilgrims, tourists and investors into the Himalayas. An estimated 400 000 pilgrims
now visit the shrine each year during its six month open period. On temple opening day in April
or May the queue for darsan or blessed vision with the idol (Babb 1981; Eck 1985; Gell 1998)
may stretch for a kilometer. In the high season of May and June when the plains are sweltering,

as many as 10 000 pilgrims a day may arrive at the shrine.

Mass pilgrimage, and increasingly tourism, is a lucrative industry. While some
restrictions, such as military zones, limited access to the World Heritage listed Nanda Devi
Biosphere, and poor infrastructure particularly in banking, exist to curtail the commercial
expansion of the travel industry, further restrictions are not generally desired by the

government, temple authorities, pilgrims, or the majority of local people. Indeed, tourism



development has become an economic imperative for the state of Uttaranchal which was newly
formed in the year 2000. The determination of the state government to promote, accommodate
and modernize mass pilgrimage both raises the profile of the temple and threatens it. Part of
this threat is through the acerbation of environmental problems in the valley. The ugly concrete
hotels and dharmsalas (pilgrim rest houses), some with over five hundred beds, continue to be
built or expanded. The banks of the river are thick with plastic litter, rubbish and sewerage. The

buses, taxis and cars spew diesel and petrol fumes into the rarified air.

This is not to say that there is not an awareness of the negative ecological and social
impacts of mass pilgrimage. In Uttaranchal, environmental awareness is high if not always
enacted. It was in the Chamoli District which includes Badrnath, that village women began the
successful and internationally acclaimed grassroots Chipko Movement to protect the forests
from government contractors. Determined by the success and high profile of the Chipko
Movement, central and state government agencies, NGOs, temple authorities, village groups
and concerned individuals have all responded to environmental concerns. This ethos of
environmental, and often social, reform has become very institutionalized and permeated with
the values and language of global environmentalism. There is also a religious resonance at
Badrinath as the name of the shrine is derived from the Badari tree (zizyphus mauritiana), the
berries of which were a source of food for ascetics (Gupta 2001:90). Recently, the denuded
Badrinath valley was the site of successful reforestation programs that includes participation by
the temple, a@srams, pilgrims, locals and the Indian Army (Bernbaum 1996; 1999, Singh n.d.).
The participation of priests, renunciants and pilgrims in this program was a conscious ploy by
organizers to employ religious motifs in the environmental campaign and to identify it with
devotional activities and the activation of religious symbols. It is an attempt to mollify the
ecological impact of mass pilgrimage by a positive motivation of the pilgrims. Whether their
response can be sustained in the face of still increasing access to the shrine, short-term greed

and wider ecological indifference is yet to be determined.

One day I was speaking with my friend Sunil, an enthusiastic young man from a village
seventy kilometers by road from Badrinath. Sunil comes to Badrindth every season and lives
with his guru to learn devotional music and to instruct pilgrims in progressive ideas about the
environment and education. He is passionate about the environment and is quick to loudly
recite the English language mantra ‘Keep Himalayas Clean and Green’, a slogan that is derived

from environmental programs forwarded throughout the region by both NGOs and government



agencies. As Sunil and I sat in the sun on his balcony, he pointed out an enormous mound of
rubbish on the bank of the river. He said that they had lodged a complaint with the temple
authority about it. In response, the authority had labourers throw it over the embankment in the
hope that the river would wash it away when it flooded. He said that pollution in the form of
rubbish, especially plastics, and vehicle emissions were destroying the eco-system of the

mountains through glacial recession and loss of flowers.

I asked him what he thought about the value of pilgrimage on such a mass scale
compared to pilgrimage on foot that had been the only way to reach Badrinath before roads
were built to the temple in the 1960’s. In asking this question, I was trying to understand how
people resolved mass pilgrimage with the ideology of austerity and renunciation with which
Badrinath is associated. His answer was similar to that of many other people to whom I had
asked this question. He said that pilgrims were usually happy that Badrinath had become more
casily accessible so that they could visit the temple and receive the blessings of Sii Badrinath
more than once in their lives and so that their elderly parents and grandparents could also make
the journey. He also thought that mass pilgrimage was bringing many environmental problems
to the mountains but that through awareness, planning and action these could be alleviated.
Informing pilgrims of this necessity he considered to be his role, not just so that they could
protect the Himalayas, but so that the knowledge and attitude could be disseminated across
India when the pilgrims return to their homes. Looking again at the pile of rubbish he conceded
that the process of education would require a concerted effort. Badrinath he said might become
a hill station where people come for holidays and honeymoons but that it was important to
understand that Badrinath was a place where God was present (dham) and people would always
come for that. He then added that the Badrinath valley was formed between two mountains, one
called Nar and the other Narayan. This pair of mountains represents two mythic brothers that
performed powerful austerities (fapasya) at Badrinath. Through his efforts Narayan became
divine, but his brother Nar remained human. When Nar saw the divinity emanating from
Narayan, he humbly asked to become the devotee of his brother and was accepted’. Taking this
myth up as an analogy, Sunil explained that the valley was divided by the Alaknanda River and
that on the eastern side was the Nar mountain and the township and on the western side was the
Narayan mountain and the temple. The township sat beside the temple as Nar sat beside

Narayan.

2 S, . .
Nar translates as ‘man’ and Narayan is another name of Vispu.



This was an interesting analogy that encapsulated the contradiction of pilgrimage.
There is a temptation here to follow the famous distinction of Durkheim (1995) and of Eliade
(1969) between the sacred and the profane, but I argue that more than this distinction is
intended. Rather it is the complementarities of the devotional and didactic pairing of disciple
and guru that is being expressed. The analogy offers a resolution of renunciant ideology and
wider forms of devotion, of Badrinath's idealized reputation and mass pilgrimage. These mythic
brothers are inseparable and are together constitutive of a particular aspect of the divine. As
Bhattacharya (1993:202) has observed, “In the Puranas the word Narandrdyan (containing the
name of the two sages) is, in many places, used in singular number, which shows intimate
relation or constant companionship between the two sages. They are regarded as the two parts
of one sattva’. This is explicitly cited in the Santi Parva of the Mahabharata
(Vol.X.sect. CCCXLIIL)

“That which is unmanifest, indestructible, immutable, supreme, the origin of the

universe, uniform, and the supreme actor, that which transcends all pairs of

opposites, and is inactive, has, choosing to be manifest, been pleased to assume

this one blessed form, for though double, the two [Nar and Narayan] but

represent the same form.”
Roy n.d.:589.

It is their devotional relationship that is significant, not their separation. This pairing of
forms is also expressed in the cosmological framing of seasons at the temple. The temple is
only open during the summer months. In the pilgrim literature of the shrine it is said that in the
winter, the deity of the temple, Sri Badrinath, assumes a yogdhyana posture or a yogic form too
powerful to be viewed by humans and that he can only be worshipped by gods and sanfs. In the
summer months he allows his blessing to flow to humans by assuming a Srinagara or
beautifully adorned form the sight of which humans can bear. In this structuring, the divine

remains present, but its expression is altered to accommodate human devotion and weakness.

These combinations of Nar and Nardyan, township and temple, pilgrim and priest are

useful illustrations of how the devotional idiom of bhakti, meaning the suppression of the self

3 sattva is defined by Monier Williams (2000:1135) as “being, existence, entity, reality.” It also refers to
the “the quality of purity or goodness” and is regarded in Samkhya philosophy as the highest of the 3
gunas or qualities constituting prakriti or the primary substance/passive force of the material world.



before the divine (Barz 1992:236), maintains the ideology of pilgrimage despite technological
and social transformation. Dumont has written concerning renunciation and bhakti that; “By
transferring his conquests from the plane of knowledge to that of affectivity, the renouncer
makes a gift of them to everybody” (1960:58). Pilgrimage may be considered as one mode of
accessing this ‘gift’. The ascetic ideal becomes accessible and assumes a didactic, social and
political role within a privileged space. This is an idiom reinforced by devotional and ritual
practices such as kirtan or devotional recitations, darsan or blessed vision with the idol, and the
distribution of prasad or the ‘sanctified leavings’ of offerings given to the deity (Babb 1975;
Gold 1987).

While this devotional formation assists in the comprehension of the sanctity of
Badrinath within the tawdry bustle of the pilgrimage industry, it does not explain the social and
political valuation of the experience. It does not express the development of that experience and
the site of its occurrence into an object of desire and manipulation Without intending to
denigrate the devotional experience, it would be naive not to acknowledge the social aspects of
the experience including the cultural capital, to use Bourdieu’s (1990) term, accrued by
pilgrims as one of the motivations for visiting the shrine. Devotionalism has analytical limits.
While needing to be recognized, it does not explain the facilitation of the experience, the
organization of worship and authority, or explain political circumstances like the Vaisnavite
control of the shrine. To paraphrase Weber (1947), it does not demonstrate the transformation
of an ecstatic, charismatic experience into a routinized procedure. In ethno-historical terms, it
ignores how historical, bureaucratic and technological processes, such as colonialism,
Independence, and the development of mass pilgrimage can affect the temple. Indeed, an
explanation of pilgrimage in terms of only devotional experience can occlude the religio-
political significance of the temple and ignore the intricate negotiations and conflicts over
access and control. In this regard, Simon Harrison (1992) has previously argued for the
recognition of ritual prerogatives and the control of religious symbols as status bearing
commodities with a legitimating power. At the widest level of the ethnography, this requires an
understanding of Badrinath temple and the ideals it promotes as pan-Hindu symbols of
legitimacy and authority that can be possessed and restricted by certain people or groups. To
elucidate this in the context of Badrinath it is useful to turn to a later episode of the Nar and

Nardyan story, before giving historical and ethnographic examples.



A well known myth concerning the origin of the beautiful apsara or nymph Urvasi is
expounded in a number of Puranas including the Bhagavata Purana (X1.4.7-16) and at great
floral length in the Sri Mad Devi Bhagavatam (IV.5-6). In the Urvasi myth, the god Indra
became concerned by the power of the fapasya (austerities) undertaken by the brothers Nar and
Narayan. Indra came to Badrinath to speak with the ascetics, but they paid no heed to him.
Deciding that he must break their concentration he conspires with Vasant, the god of spring,
Kama, the god of love, and a host of beautiful apsaras or minor goddesses. The gods used their
powers to affect the environment of Badarikasrama and caused the mountains to bloom with
perfumed flowers while the apsaras sang and played music. These sounds and smells filtered
into the consciousness of the ascetics and they opened their eyes. Narayan immediately realized
that it was a deception instigated by the jealous Indra. The apsaras became frightened by the
gaze of the brothers, but Narayan soothed their fears and invited them to share the hospitality of
the asram. He then cut his thigh and from it issued hundreds of apsaras, each more beautiful
than the apsaras sent by Indra. The most beautiful of them all was Urvasi'. Nardyan instructed
Urvasi to take all the apsaras and go to live with Indra. The apsaras however had become
infatuated with the power and beauty of Nardyan and did not wish to leave. He told them that
he had dedicated this life to austerities but during his future rebirth as Krishna they would be
reincarnated as gopis and he would serve their desires’. Having received this promise, the
apsaras did as Narayan instructed. On seeing the beauty of Urva$i, Indra was humbled and did
not seek to disturb the brothers again. In the vicinity of the Badrinath temple are sites where the
events of this myth are said to have occurred and where meditation is claimed to deliver

particular supernatural powers.

This is only one of the myths of Nar and Narayan recorded in the Mahabharata and
various Puranas which involve jealous and fearful attempts to disrupt their yogic practices.
Despite the attacks and affronts of others the austerities of the brothers are continuous. They
retain control not only of themselves, but also of Badrinath. Among their rivals are near
invincible demons, other devotees of Visnu, and even Siva himself whose worship
predominates in the region. These stories act as prescriptions of power, warnings to rivals, and

as a validation of occupancy and activity. It is possible to read these accounts and the intent of

4 Dimmitt & van Buitenen (1978:265) claim that this name is derived from the Sanskrit ‘Gru’ for thigh,
but Monier Williams (2002:218) defines it as the “name of the dawn(personiﬁed as an Apsaras or
heavenly nymph)” and derived from ‘uru’ meaning extended or spacious and ‘as’ meaning pervadlng

5 Nar and Nardyan are said to have been reincarnated as Arjuna and Krsna respectively (Sr Mad Devi
Bhagavatam 4.1.12-16; Skanda Purdna V1.152.14-15).



their authors in terms of sectarian disputes. This is obvious in a wider reading of Puranic
literature in which a single story may have variants according to the deity worshipped by the
sect of the author (Bailey 1992). These stories of contention can also be contrasted to myths in

which Nar and Narayan are approached as teachers and grant knowledge to the seekers.

The mythic confrontations and jealousies of the Puranas, can be used as broad
analogies to illustrate both the past and the current political circumstances of Badrinath. Strong
contention over control of the shrine has a hagiographic and a historical precedence. It isalsoa
site of contemporary disputes, many of which claim an origin and validation in a mythic or
quasi-historical past. In the hagiography of Adi Sankaracharya, the 8" century Hindu revivalist,
Badrinath is considered the northern temple in the Char Dham complex of pilgrimage temples
demarcating the cardinal points of Hindu India. Within this complex, Badrinath is the site
associated with moksa or liberation from rebirth®. Adi Sankaracharya is credited with
establishing the complex as well as four maths (monasteries) of his Dasanami renunciant order
that are associated to each of the temples of the Char Dham. (Bader 2000; Sax 2000;
Sundaresan 2000). As part of this establishment, he is said to have driven the Buddhists from
Badrinith to reclaim it for the Hindu faith (Atkinson 1884:466). Centuries later, the Maharajs
of Garhwal came to control the region and were aligned ritually, politically and economically
with the temple. The Maharaj was referred to as ‘Bolandra Badri’ or ‘the speaking Badri’ and
was the chief patron of the shrine. In accordance with the ascetic motif of Badrinath, Jean-
Claude Galey has described the relationship of the Maharajs to Badrinath as an “emblem of the
conflict between death and deliverance, between transmigration and asceticism.” (Galey
1992:212-213).

The rule of the Garhwal royal family was broken at the beginning of the 19" century by
the invasion of the Nepalese Gurkhas who obtained indirect control over the temple. The
British in turn defeated the Gurkhas. They reinstalled the Garhwal royal line, but assumed
occupation of the section of his kingdom that gave access to Tibet. This included Badrinath
temple over which they came to exert administrative and judicial influence. By Independence in
1949, this control had been invested into a partially secular temple committee governed by
legal acts. Over two centuries, the process of social and political transformation by colonialism,

Independence, and most recently by modernization have acted to shift Badrinath from a

6 The Char Dhams are Badriath in the north, Ramesvaram in the south, Dwarka in the west, and
Jagannath Puri in the east.






