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PILGRIMAGE AND ITS IMPORTANCE

Pilgrimage forms an important part of all the major religious traditions of the world. It seems to
have come into vogue in India earlier than elsewhere in the world. For instance, there are
indications that the people of Indus Civilization may have been practising pilgrimage as early as
2500 BCE. Later, this practice seems to have been adopted by BrÈhma‡ical-Hinduism, Jainism,
and Buddhism. Within these three religions pilgrimage attained to special heights and assumed a
very unique and distinctive character. 

Like the Indians, the Bönpos of Tibet have also been practising pilgrimage since ancient
times. The arrival of Buddhism and establishment of Lamaism in Tibet, provided a unique
opportunity for the intermixing of Bön and Buddhist weltanschauungs. The institution of
pilgrimage played an extremely important role in this process. Bönpo shamans and Buddhist
Lamas together carried pilgrimage to such pompous and glorious heights that it would be
impossible to imagine pre-modern Tibet without pilgrimage. As a matter of fact, all aspects of
Tibetan society became inextricably linked to pilgrimage. Thus, a typical Tibetan family would
often embark on pilgrimage with all its livestock, tents, and other household goods. On the way,
the family would visit various shrines, do business, and find spouses for the eligible members.
Such trips typically took as much as two years. Interestingly, when Tibet had been closed to
foreigners in the pre-1959 period, outsiders could only enter under the pretense of pilgrimage.
Thus, it is not surprising that people such as the great explorer Sven Hedin and innumerable spies
of the British Raj entered Tibet disguised as pilgrims. Tibetan pilgrimage attained its uniqueness
also from the fact that there were no roads or vehicles of any type in Tibet. Hence, Tibetan
pilgrims had to simply trudge across huge distances. And, of course, this had to be done in one
of the most rarefied atmospheres and harshest terrains in the world. Despite efforts by the Chinese
authorities to portray pilgrimage as a sign of primitiveness and wastage, it continues to be
extremely popular among the Tibetans. In India too, despite modernization and globalization,
pilgrimage remains as popular as ever. The number of pilgrimage sites in India and Tibet is so
large that the whole of Indo-Tibetan region may truly be called a grand sacred space.
 To the Indians, pilgrimage is known as tÏrthayÈtrÈ. It means a devotional act of journeying
(yÈtrÈ) to a sacred spot (tÏrtha). The oldest Hindu text, the ÿg Veda, uses the term tÏrtha to
describe a sacred spot associated with a body of water, such as a river ford, steps to a river, or
an area associated with water. The Vedas speak of  tÏrthas  as places imbued with special spiritual
powers visits to which are considered meritorious. Following the Vedic period the term tÏrtha
began to be used more liberally. For instance, the great epic MahÈbhÈrata (400 BCE), uses it to
denote any holy place, be it a lake, mountain, cave, or a confluence of two rivers. The
MahÈbhÈrata mentions more than 300 tÏrthas spread over the whole of Indo-Tibetan region.

The primary importance of a tÏrtha lies in the fact that it is much more than a physical and
topographical site. It šis always a special point of the earth’s surface endowed with a powerful
mystique› (Dowman 1988: 3) and a šfocal point of energy› imbued with sacred visions, spiritual
dimensions, and healing powers. A tÏrtha works as a two-way purpose by acting as a threshold
between this earth (human world) and the heaven (the world of the gods). First, a tÏrtha works
as a gate for the downward descending of various divine beings. These descending divinities are
the well-known avatÈras and bodhisattvas. Second, a tÏrtha acts as a door opened by an avatÈra



or a bodhisattva through which men and women may ascend in their prayers and rites. In other
words, the full meaning of the term tÏrtha is that it is a spiritual ford where heaven and earth meet
and from where a spiritual person crosses the ocean of sa£sÈra (unending cycle of birth, death,
and rebirth) and reaches the distant shore of liberation (nirvÈ‡a or mok–a depending upon his/her
religious inclination). Thus, tÏrthas are perceived as ‘sin-destroying localities’(Chan 1994: 36).

How did the various tÏrthas come into origin and grow into prominence? Since pre-historic
times Indians have viewed, among other things, water bodies, mountains, and river-fords to be
the abodes of various divine beings and/or spirits. With the passage of time, the different religious
traditions developed various myths and legends through their associations with these spots and
with the great acts and appearances of various divine beings and/or spirits who had/have been
dwelling there. šJust as a field of the magnetic force is formed around a magnet, similarly there
is formed a field of spiritual vibrations in those places where the sages had lived and did tapas›
(Pranavananda 1949: 5). Some of these divine beings and spirits also grew into great heroic
characters. In other words, it may be said that a tÏrtha is a place where one or more divinities or
heroic personalities were born, died or performed some superhuman deed, or a shrine where a
particular deity had already signified it to be its pleasure to perform miracles. Saintly individuals
who lead exemplary lives imbue their environments with holiness flowing from their spiritual
practices. The devotees of these saintly personalities continue to derive spiritual inspiration even
after their deaths. They do so by visiting those places which were associated with the saintly
personalities. As time goes by, many folk tales about the lives of these personalities become
metamorphosed into legends and sometimes even miracles are reported. Thus, more and more
pilgrims are drawn to these spots from far and wide. The Kumbha Mela of 2001, for instance,
drew as many as seventy million devotees, the largest ever gathering of humans at one place!
Similarly, large gatherings of people throughout the year venerate Kapilavastu where Gautama
Buddha was born, Bodhgaya where he attained Enlightenment, Sarnath where he delivered his
first sermon, and Kushinagar where he died. It goes without saying that pilgrimage has permeated
the lives of Indo-Tibetan people to such an extent that it continues to affect the lives of most of
them either directly or indirectly.

 Religiously speaking, špilgrimage is a transaction, an investment in the future› (McKay
1998: 2). Thus, for a Hindu tÏrthayÈtrÈ is one of the five constant sacred duties (pa¤ca nitya
karmas), the other four being dharma (righteousness), utsavas (festivals), sa£skÈras (sacraments),
and upÈsanÈ (devotional worship). Most of the pilgrims take a short break, of a few days to a few
weeks, from their normal daily affairs and return to those affairs following the completion of their
pilgrimage. Others however, spend many years, perhaps all the remaining time of their lives,
wandering to the thousands of sacred sites all across India. These life-time pilgrims generally fall
into two distinct groups. First and quite visible, the sadhus (the renunciatory ascetics) who are
members of numerous different semi-monastic orders. Second, the elderly men and women who,
having completed the responsibilities of raising and supporting children, have chosen to lead their
final years visiting the shrines of the deities. At the shrines not only free or very inexpensive
lodgings and food but also the companionship of other wandering pilgrims can generally be found.

The most striking feature of pilgrimage as a physical act is the movement of the pilgrim
in earthly space. Of course, if the pilgrimage spot is closer to the residence of the pilgrim, the
movement  shall be short-term and short-distance. But it is perceived that the merit earned from
the pilgrimage would be more if the same pilgrimage spot is farther from the residence of the
pilgrim and even better if it is littered with geographical features. The various geographical
features, besides bringing merit to the pilgrim, are viewed as providing protection by warding off



the hostile forces. Interestingly, the merit accrued from pilgrimage gets enhanced if besides the
long distance and time taken, it involves undergoing and overcoming life-threatening situations.
Thus, the arduous journey and the accompanying hardships and perils undergone by a pilgrim on
the way bring a reward. In other words, the spiritual and physical endurance presented by the
journey is perceived as directly proportional to merit-making and the alleviation of sin. Thus,
mishaps, extremities of weather (including sub-zero temperatures, snow storms, bitter cold, and
blazing sun), bad roads, devastating landslides, avalanches, flooding, torrential rains, turbulent
rivers, swept away bridges, hunger and thirst, dangerous passes over high ranges, and occasional
attacks by bandits and wild animals are generally seen as enhancing the value and merits of
pilgrimage. šBoth the vitality and vulnerability of the traveller give the journey the character of
an initiation... the self-inflicted pain to gain entrance into a new physical and metaphysical
purification› (Lemaire 1970: 99). In other words, natural and manmade hardships are perceived
as instruments that help in cleansing the mind and body of the pilgrim. Thus, for the obvious
reasons a genuine pilgrim is expected to choose a more prolonged and arduous route. In the
classical Christian pilgrimage hardships and ordeals suffered during pilgrimage were considered
so important that sometimes pilgrims carried stones on their backs. Thus, Christian pilgrims were
expected to štravel far barefoot and nowhere pass a second night and fast and watch much and
pray fervently, by day and by night and willingly undergo fatigue and be so squalid that iron come
not on hair or on nail› (Thorpe 1840: 411-12). 

It is believed that one’s death while on pilgrimage brings one the highest merit. Moreover,
a pilgrim is also supposed to accept hardships uncomplainingly. Hence, in the Indo-Tibetan
pilgrimage walking is considered more meritorious than riding an animal or journeying in a
vehicle to the holy spot. In other words, it is more like, say scaling a mountain, where you would
lose all the charm (read ‘merit’ for pilgrimage) if you were dropped on top by helicopter than
climbing in the usual fashion. Thus, it is not surprising that considerable distance and extremely
difficult accessibility have played an important role in making Mt Kailash a classical pilgrimage
destination. Sven Hedin mentions in his travelogue of having šmet a caravan of thirty-five
pilgrims from Nakchu, who, with six hundred sheep and one hundred yaks, had been to the holy
mountain of Gang Rimpoche (Kailash), and were travelling so slowly that the round trip took two
years› (Hedin 1925: 403). Similarly, H. Tichy, a German, met a bunch of emaciated Sri Lankans
who had been travelling for over three years on their way to Mt Kailash (McKay 1998: 46)! Of
course, now the pilgrimage routes in Tibet have been replaced by Chinese-built dusty highways.
The Tibetan pilgrims mostly arrive atop rickety cargo trucks to Kailash. The Indian pilgrims
arrive from Lipu Lekh in the comfort of a bus. The Indians who come via Nepal through the
Zhangmu crossing do not have to walk even an inch till they arrive at their destination in the
luxury of 4WD Toyota vehicles. 

All that the Indian pilgrims now do is to perform the entire parikramÈ (circumambulation)
of Manasarovar by vehicles. About a quarter of the Kailash parikramÈ is also done by vehicles.
Thus, if one were to compare the modern pilgrims with those of the yester years, it may be said
that with distances shortened by modern transportation, the commitment of pilgrims has
correspondingly diminished. And so has the merit, it seems! The pilgrims of the past used to
arrive slowly, travelling on foot from the farthest reaches of Tibet and India. Some used to
prostrate all the way in a supreme act of devotion, measuring the entire holy path with the length
of the bodies. Such a practice is known as sa–—È×ga da‡Ça pradak–i‡È to the Indians and the
Tibetans call it kiang khor or kiang chak, i.e., the method of successive prostration on the entire
circuit, each prostration beginning where the preceding one ended. It may be pointed out that the



history of Kailash pilgrimage is replete with references to a large number of Indian sadhus who
dressed only in kafanis traversed barefoot through the Himalayas and performed their pilgrimage.
However, these days most of the pilgrims get themselves transported in vehicles like clothes in
a suitcase neither seeing nor hearing anything other than the noise of the vehicles carrying them
to their destinations. In such a situation, spiritual interest gets a backseat, if not ignored
altogether.

Pilgrimage also has its moral and ethical aspect. Thus, during the period of the pilgrimage,
a pilgrim is expected to perform austerities (dhuta×gas), follow a code of conduct regarding food,
dress, perform various rituals including daily upÈsanÈ and bath. Riding an animal on the way to
the tÏrtha or while performing the parikramÈ is considered a violation of the spirit of pilgrimage.
Unless the pilgrim is physically infirm, riding an animal, it is believed, reduces the amount of
merit. Most sources seem to agree that the animal gets a share in the merit earned by the pilgrim
who rides it. A pilgrim is also expected to perform acts of charity. Indians are expected to avoid
the use of leather garments and shoes. During and while preparing for the pilgrimage, sadhus have
to fast. 

All the halting-points on the Kailash-Manasarovar route on the Indian side of the border
have temples/shrines. The pilgrims are expected to rise early in the morning for the first upÈsanÈ.
Before going to sleep, they are also expected to offer the evening upÈsanÈ. Except some of the
hardcore ones, most Indian pilgrims are generally satisfied with the evening upÈsanÈ at the Gunji
and Kalapani temples which are well maintained by the Indo-Tibetan Border Police (ITBP). The
evening upÈsanÈ ceremonies at these two temples are performed through chanting, wild
drumming, and singing. In this they are enthusiastically helped by the soldier-priests of the ITBP.
Of course, before or after this wild singing some of the pilgrims manage to find time for a silent
prayer in one of the dimly lit corners of the two temples. All pilgrims are expected to avoid liquor
and refrain from eating meat as well as vegetables that smell, such as garlic and onions. But
nowadays not many pilgrims observe such taboos. Brothels and liquor shops in the Tibetan towns
of Taklakot, Hore Qu, and Darchen attract sufficient clientele to prosper. In fact, the disco
parlours and brothels of Taklakot seem to get good business through their Indian patrons.

Timing is an important, if not paramount, aspect of pilgrimage. Though some of the tÏrthas
are visited by pilgrims throughout the year, visits on special days/occasions are supposed to carry
more merit. Thus, paying a visit to a shrine on the day of a holy festival or in a particular year
enhances the religious experience because on such occasions the concerned shrine is charged with
greater divine significance and energy. Hence, it is believed that merit earned as a result of the
Kailash pilgrimage performed during a kumbh or horse-year (for instance, the year 2002) is
twelve times more than in an another year. The holy shrines at Kailash and Manasarovar offer
even greater indulgence or remission from sin if visited on the 15  of the 4  month, which is ath th

very important day in the Buddhist calendar.
The ritual bathing is an integral part of Indian pilgrimage though for the Tibetans it does

not seem to hold any importance. Since pre-historic times, Indians have viewed water as
containing purificatory qualities. Almost all the Indian pilgrims make it a point to have a ritual
bath in the freezing waters of Manasarovar and sometimes even Gaurikund. They believe that such
a bath brings both spiritual and physical healing. The medicinal, magical, and supernatural
properties of the waters of these two lakes are valued so much that almost all the returning
pilgrims undergo enormous hardships in carrying home varying quantities of the holy water. In
fact, the most precious thing that pilgrims bring with them from the pilgrimage is the holy water
for consumption and anointing.



ParikramÈ is another important component of pilgrimage. It is a religious practice of high
antiquity in India which is performed by passing clockwise around a person of reverence or holy
object. It is called pradak–i‡È (to go round keeping the object of reverence on the right). This
practice is equally old in Tibet where it is known as kora. Unlike the Hindus, Jainas, and
Buddhists, the Tibetan Bönpos do the kora anti-clockwise. For the Tibetan pilgrims the ritual kora
of Mount Kailash is the central activity of their pilgrimage. In strict contrast to this, for the Indian
pilgrims the primary intention of their visit to a tÏrtha is to venerate the sacred place and to
receive the dar„an of the deity. The term dar„an means seeing and/or having a spiritual
communion with a deity. This deity may be resident in the form of an image, statue, or icon in
a temple’s inner sanctum or in an open-air shrine. The image of the deity may be either an iconic
or an aniconic form symbolizing the deity. In fact, in many well-known shrines no statues of the
deities are found, but only aniconic blocks of stone or such other material. The rituals followed
by the Tibetans while doing the kora are prostrations (chaktsal), offerings and the recitation of
mantra, during which they follow the instructions prescribed by the pilgrimage treatises. 

Indian pilgrims do the parikramÈ of Manasarovar in vehicles and that of Kailash partly in
vehicles and partly by riding ponies and yaks. Only a few of them manage to do the parikramÈ
of Kailash on foot. Failure to do the parikramÈ due to inclement weather or bad health is not
really viewed by the Indian pilgrims as resulting in incomplete pilgrimage. n, all Tibetan pilgrims
believe that it is only by doing the parikramÈ of Mt Kailash that they could hope to attain spiritual
purification leading to the ultimate liberation. Nonetheless, the potential for enlightenment which,
according to Buddhist beliefs, all sentient beings possess, is activated by the mere sight of
Kailash. 

The Vinaya Pi—aka, a Buddhist text of fifth century BCE, considers parikramÈ,
prostrations, and making offerings during pilgrimage as spiritually significant. And if this is done
on certain auspicious days, the merit thus gained is believed to be a hundred or even a thousand
times greater. However, it may be interesting to ask if guides and porters earn individual merit
and/or get a share in the merit earned by the pilgrim whose goods they transport on the
parikramÈ. Porters, pony herders, and guides certainly do not go around the holy object with
spirituality in mind. Same could be said of the adventure tourists. Some of the sources seem to
give the impression that if reverence is lacking then nothing is gained by mere circling and thus,
a porter or a guide who does the parikramÈ for money does not get any merit from it. However,
this does not seem to apply to the substitutes hired to perform the arduous journey for the indolent
or ill. In such a case the religious merit earned is shared between the sponsor and he who actually
walks the path provided, of course, that the latter has undertaken the job as a pilgrim. But, to earn
full merit, we are told, there can be no substitution. It may also be interesting to see in the case
of Hindu pilgrims as to whether merit earned by them gets reduced in the absence of a daily
ritual-bath. Almost all the pilgrims miss their daily bath while doing the parikramÈ of Kailash as
it is too cold.

ParikramÈ by prostration (sa–—È×ga da‡Ça pradak–i‡È) is a powerful way of showing
devotion. No Indian is known to have done the parikramÈ of Kailash by prostration. But the
Tibetans do it in fairly good numbers. Some even do their kora sideways, advancing one side step
at a time while facing the holy object. Most Tibetans prefer to do the kora of  Kailash in a single
day, a feat lasting fifteen to seventeen hours due to uneven terrain, altitude sickness, and harsh
conditions. (Reinhold Messner is said to have completed the entire kora in twelve hours!). It is
known as nying-kora (afternoon parikramÈ) or even kyi-kora (dog parikramÈ) for the too much
hurry with which it is performed. Talking about the unseemly hurry, it was pointed out by a



visitor to Tibet towards the beginning of the twentieth century that šOne and all condemn the
record-breaker, who hurries round in as short a time as possible, and they apply to him the
opprobrious epithet of ‘khi-kor,’ the man who runs round like a dog.› (Sherring 1906: 280).
However,  most Tibetans now believe that kyi-kora is an efficient means of earning merit as it is
easier than walking two or three days saddled with luggage.

It is believed that the merit earned through parikramÈ by prostration is eight times more
than the same done on foot. This form of parikramÈ of Kailash takes up to four weeks in the
open. Pilgrims are not allowed to skip difficult parts, like frozen ground or streams. In Tibet, šthe
country people believe that if they make the...  kora, once, they will be absolved of ordinary sins.
To be cleared of murder, two koras are required, but if the round is completed thrice, even the
murder of a father or mother will be atoned for› (Rawat 1973: 48). We are further told that ten
koras can purify the defilement of one kalpa (aeon), after one hundred koras a pilgrim will attain
Enlightenment in one life time, and instant nirvÈ‡a is guaranteed after 108 parikramÈs. Most
Tibetans consider at least three circuits as bare minimum, though thirteen is considered quite
desirable as this makes pilgrims eligible for the prestigious inner kora (nangkor). Those who have
not done at least thirteen parikramÈs of Kailash, it is considered a sacrilege for them to either do
the inner-kora or take a short-cut via the Khando Sangam-la.

Interestingly, most religious traditions recognise proxy in pilgrimage. Thus, those who are
unable to make the journey for reasons of illness, frailty or otherwise, are permitted to make
arrangements for it to be fulfilled in absentia. Thus, proxy pilgrims are sent. In some cases
Tibetans would carry a ribbon-decorated sheep as a proxy for a family member left behind. Some
Indian pilgrims also carry cash and gifts from their friends and relatives to be cast off into
Manasarovar after the ritual bath at Trugo Gompa. The Indo-Tibetan religious traditions also
recognise a share in as well as transfer of merit earned through the performance of pilgrimage.
Thus, Indian pilgrims perform yaj¤as, offer ritual-giving (dÈna), and take dips in the cold waters
of the Manasarovar in the name of relatives and friends, both deceased and alive.

Though people of all religions go on pilgrimage to wipe out sins, many of them also know
that the deity or deities who reside in the tÏrthas are able to fulfil their wishes. Thus, the arduous
journeys are undertaken to seek encouragement, solace, guidance, or inspiration. Many Indian
pilgrims travel to their deities to ask for supernatural aid to end a spate of bad luck, or for curing
an illness. Others go to seek their deity’s aid in the fulfilment of long held dreams. Some
unmarried women go seeking a husband and jobless a job. Some others go seeking a male heir.
After securing a victory in an election or getting a coveted ministry, many politicians in India are
known to go on pilgrimage in thanksgiving. Some pilgrims go to discharge a religious obligation,
because of vow to take a pilgrimage if the deity granted a wish. Some go on pilgrimage to say
their thanks for the ‘extra assistance’ that their deity rendered them in fulfilling wishes and
dreams. Extreme poverty appears to have been an important cause for inspiring Tibetan
pilgrimage. Majority of the Tibetans have always been at the mercy of nature and it is not unusual
for people to die during the winter months due to non-availability of food. In times of hardship
the help or forgiveness of one’s deity is often invoked and a promise is made that a pilgrimage
would be undertaken to the invoked god/goddess/saint’s shrine for the favour. Thus, in the belief
that various natural as well as unnatural calamities (including Communist takeover) could be a
physical manifestation of divine wrath, Tibetans go on pilgrimage to beg forgiveness, or indeed
to give thanks for having survived the Chinese atrocities. 

Pilgrimage also carries penitential significance. Thus, a large number of people go on
pilgrimage to seek forgiveness for a moral/ethical sin or legal crime. The purpose of penitential



pilgrimage is for the salvation of transgressors, even for salvation of the soul/being of their
victims if the crime has been murder. This means that the resident deity is seen as having the
power to grant pardons to pilgrims for their past, present, and future sins, thus saving them from
the torments in hell through a better rebirth or even a place in heaven. Many a sadhus undertake
the vows of abandonment by formally renouncing all ties and embracing pilgrimage as a full-time
occupation. For such and other spiritual pilgrims, the rewards refer to the journey from ignorance
to Enlightenment and terminating in liberation from the cycle of birth-and-death.

In some cases, very different urges and incentives for pilgrimage seem to be at work.
Thus, some pilgrims now-a-days consider pilgrimage as an excuse for a spring excursion. It offers
them the chance to get away from reality, break a routine and experience some level of freedom
from domestic constraints, meet new people, and experience new cultures. Apart from escapism,
the experience of moving into an unfamiliar environment certainly inspires feelings of great
anticipation and emotion among some pilgrims. Pilgrimage certainly offers a chance for reflection
and revaluation of life in a way not normally possible in domestic routine. In it lies hidden the
quest for adventure and psychological healing, not to speak of spiritual purification. There are
some places one goes not only to rest, or to slow the march of time, or to contemplate the power
of nature, but to make a pilgrimage into one’s self. šWhen you travel, you experience, in a very
spiritual way, the act of rebirth. You confront completely new situations, the day passes more
slowly, and on most journeys you don’t even understand the language the people speak. . . and
you accept any small favour from the gods with great delight, as if it were an episode you would
remember for the rest of your life› (Coehlo 1997). Thus, whereas for some pilgrimage is an
inspiring and uplifting experience, for others it is introspective and humbling. The ever present
dangers and struggles of modern life also seem to persuade quite a few persons to go on
pilgrimage. However, pilgrimage is not always undertaken for the best of motives. Thus, even
when begun in good faith at times pilgrimage is known to have been degraded into causes of vice.
In the pre-1959 period, bandits in western Tibet used to commit robberies and murder innocent
people believing that in the end few rounds of the holy Kailash would wash them of all their dirty
karma. In India, notorious gangsters and criminals are known to go on pilgrimage to evade arrest.
Moreover, in the present times, the terms ‘pilgrim’ and ‘pilgrimage’ have come to acquire a
somewhat devalued meaning, and are often applied in a secular context. For example, fans of a
political leader may choose to visit his grave and call it a pilgrimage! 

Common masses have always believed that to receive or assist a pilgrim is to share in the
merit and virtue of his journey. Thus, Hindu-Buddhist practices of charity (maitrÏ, karu‡È) and
almsgiving (bhik–È) invented a method of participating in the merits of a pilgrimage for those
unable to take part in it. Thus, both secular and religious organizations providing various kinds
of support to pilgrims have existed in the Indo-Tibetan region since ancient times. For instance,
inns came into existence in India as early as the third century BCE. Further, monastic institutions
have always provided not only food and shelter to roving monks and nuns, but have also acted as
open houses to all types and classes of pilgrims, including the poor and foreigners. Interestingly,
pilgrims are also known to have indulged in merit enhancing activities while on pilgrimage, for
example, acting as postmen carrying letters from place to place as they went.

Pilgrimage holds significant economic importance as it gives boost to various commercial
activities. The high mobility of people in the context of pilgrimage, the scale at which it takes
place as well as the vast distances covered by the pilgrims, all contribute to the likelihood of
trade. In fact, majority of the nomadic people in Tibet till recent times have been (and some still
are) pilgrims and it is not easy to isolate pilgrimage from their socio-economic life in general. In



the pre-1959 period, pilgrims in Tibet used to be away for a long period of time and many of
them used to barter their way to the destination. The pilgrimage of farmers and herders was often
combined with petty trade. They used to carry their agricultural surplus in the form of bundles
of tea, parcels of gold dust, and silver ingots. In fact, these pilgrims also used to employed their
sheep, yaks, and other cattle as a sort of walking merchandise. Thus, not only material and
spiritual goals of many pilgrims coincided and still do but tÏrthas and ma‡ÇÏs (trading fairs) also
often overlap. The economic existence of numerous lay travellers also revolves around business
activities at pilgrimage sites. 

Kailash pilgrimage has become an important event of commercial importance. At towns
such as Darchen hotels, shops, restaurants, and other commercial establishments thrive primarily
due to pilgrimage. Kailash pilgrimage helps greatly in western Tibet in the circulation of goods,
particularly small items of value such as semi-precious stones (bought as souvenirs at Dharchen
and around Manasarovar). Many transporters, pony herders, horsemen, porters, and guides earn
their livelihood by working for the pilgrims, thus their allocation is a matter of great interest to
the local authority at Dharchula. There are others whose commercial enterprise means that they
play a vital role in what could fairly be described as the pilgrimage ‘industry’, such as market
vendors, taverners, souvenir sellers, hostel and hospital workers, transporters, and pony owners.
Kumaon Mandal Vikas Nigam (KMVN) has set up a large number of guesthouses on the Indian
side of the Kailash Pilgrimage route to cater to the needs of the pilgrims.

Kailash pilgrimage has also acquired great importance for both the secular and religious
authorities in India who in turn seek to control and influence the pilgrims. Some of the members
of Indian Parliament raise questions from time to time enquiring about various aspects of the
Kailash pilgrimage. In fact, the Indian government makes fixed donations to the KMVN as well
as the Indo-Tibetan Border Police (ITBP) to defray part of the costs of the Kailash pilgrims.
Provincial governments of states such as Delhi and Gujarat offer liberal cash support and travel
gear to their domiciled pilgrims. Various religious organizations offer free food materials for the
journey apart from the tumultuous receptions, meals, and religious literature. The Indian Ministry
of External Affairs, ITBP, and some private organizations in India give the pilgrims
medallions/badges/certificates stamped with the symbol of the shrine so that they and others would
know that they had been on the pilgrimage. Some pilgrims actually  add titles such as ‘Kailashi’
to their names after the successful conclusion of pilgrimage to Mt Kailash. 

The Government of India maintains a tight control over this pilgrimage. As all the trekking
on the Indian side takes place in the notified territory, pilgrims have to apply for a permit from
the Government of India to pass through this region. The Ministry of External Affairs makes
selection of the pilgrims and appoints its Liaison Officer to lead each batch on pilgrimage. This
ministry also negotiates with the Chinese government from time to time regarding management
of the pilgrimage in Tibet. Through the process of systemisation, the Government of India in
coordination with KMVN and ITBP has also been establishing institutions to house, feed, and
even instruct pilgrims.

Origin and growth of Buddhism in the fifth century BCE injected a new meaning into the
institution of pilgrimage. After his Enlightenment at Bodhgaya, the Buddha spent the remaining
forty-five years of his earthly life in travel and advised his disciples to be wanderers. For instance,
in the MahÈparinibbÈna Suttanta the Buddha tells his chief disciple, Ananda, that there are four
places which ša devout person should visit and look upon with reverence.› These four places are
Lumbini (his birthplace), Bodhgaya (place of Enlightenment), Sarnath (place of first sermon), and
Kushinagar (place of MahÈparinirvÈ‡a). These four places became known as the



CaturamahÈpratiharyÈ (the Four Great Wonders) and pilgrims began to visit them. Soon, four
more talons associated with the Buddha’s life also became pilgrimage sites and together the eight
places became known as A–—amahÈpratiharyÈ (the Eight Great Wonders). These four sites are
Rajgir (place where he tamed a maddened elephant), Shravasti (the site of a momentous event
known as the Miracle of the Pairs), Vaishali (place where monkeys offered him a gift of honey),
and Sankasya (the place where he descended from Heaven after preaching to his mother). King
Ashoka also made significant contribution to the tradition of Buddhist pilgrimage. His religious
fervor coupled with the force of his imperial patronage initiated and sanctioned both a sacred
geography and a pilgrimage practice in India. This tradition was further perpetuated by monks
such as Padmasambhava, who established Buddhism in Tibet.

It is important to note that pilgrimage, which is a universal feature of Tibetan society, has
played an important role in the very survival of Tibetans as a nationality with a unique culture.
šBy going on pilgrimages, Tibetans seem to assert their identity; wandering along the pilgrimage
routes, they map out their territory anew and reappropriate their space in the face of the Chinese
occupant› (Buffetrille 1998: 30). Over half a century of repression by the Communist regime does
not seem to have reduced the religious fervour of Tibetan people. However, the Chinese rule has
set in some very serious and irreversible changes into the very institution of pilgrimage.
Contradictions have arisen between modern economic needs and traditional practices; between
spiritual merit and material gain; and between the needs to reaffirm identity and the need to make
money. Pilgrimage and tourist seasons overlap. As a result, the numbers of Tibetans undertaking
pilgrimage has significantly declined as the local people prefer to advantage of the economic
opportunities offered by the tourist trade, rather than undertaking pilgrimages. As a consequence
of the Chinese occupation, individual mobility has also been greatly reduced and many local
practices have, thus, been brought to a halt. Pilgrimage is condemned by the Communist rulers
not only as ‘feudal remains,’ but also as a ‘waste of time’ which is ‘harmful’ to production.

As compared to Tibet, however, pilgrimage has continued uninterrupted in India. Ever
since the Indians marched into the twilight zone of civilization, the region of the Himalayas and
beyond has been considered as the most suitable for practising austerities. Since then Indian
sadhus have been drawn to this region. In the Indian ascetical tradition it is believed that in order
to attain profound spiritual vision one must meditate and practise severe austerities by leading a
life away from the mundane world of the ordinary. Leading a life in complete isolation and under
extreme conditions requires mental and physical discipline of the highest order. Thus, it is not
surprising that the trans-Himalayan region of Mount Kailash and Manasarovar is viewed as the
ultimate place of the extraordinary and superhuman. For instance, when Arjuna arrives at the
boundaries of the Himalayas this fact is made clear to him in full measure. He is reminded that
this is a place where ša mortal man cannot desport himself› (MahÈbhÈrata.III.152.5-10) and
where šone who has failed in austerities cannot reach› (MahÈbhÈrata.III.142.25-30). In fact, this
region is viewed as being šbeyond the course of humans› (MahÈbhÈrata.III.156.21-23). Within
this kind of thinking Kailash-Manasarovar became the ultimate goal for ascetics. The extreme
climatic conditions, rarefied atmosphere, and difficult terrain have added to the sublime beauty
of Kailash and Manasarovar to such an extent that even many self-professed nonbelievers are
known to have been deeply touched by their sight and some have even been moved to tears of joy
by the sheer impression of these spots. Many semi-pilgrims are drawn to the Kailash-Manasarovar
region not only because such a venture involves serious risk, but also because this journey poses
considerable challenge to one’s endurance, patience, and financial resources.

PÈli and Sanskrit literature mentions western Tibet as Uttarakuru. A detailed description



of this semi-mythical and semi-historical region is given in the ¶—ÈnÈ—iya Sutta (D.iii.199ff. See
also Hopkins, 1968: 186). According to this description, the people of this region did not own any
property nor did men have wives of their own. People did not have to work for their living as
food grew of its own. The inhabitants went about riding on cows, on men and women, on maids
and youths. Their king rode on an elephant, on a horse, on celestial cars and in state palanquins.
Their cities were built in the air, and ¶lakamandÈ was their chief city. The king of Uttarakuru is
Kuvera (also called Vessavana). Mention is also made of a lake named DharanÏ and a hall named
Bhagalavati where the Yakkhas, as the inhabitants of Uttarakuru are called, hold their assemblies.
The region, eight thousand leagues in extent, is always spoken of as being to the north of
JambudÏpa (South Asia) and as one of the four continents, the other three being AparagoyÈna,
Pubbavideha, and JambudÏpa (A.I.227; V.59; DA.II.623; BuA.113; SnA.II.443). These four
make up a CakkavÈla, with Mount Meru in their midst, a flat-world system. A cakkavattÏ’s rule
extends over all these four continents (D.II.173; DA.II.623) and his chief queen comes either
from the race of King Madda (of Punjab) or from Uttarakuru; in the latter case she appears before
him of her own accord, urged on by her good fortune (DA.II.626; KhA.173). The trees in
Uttarakuru bear perpetual fruit and foliage, and it also possesses a Kapparukkha which lasts for
a whole kappa (A.I.264; MA.II.948). There are no houses in Uttarakuru, the inhabitants sleep on
the earth and are called, therefore, bhÊmisayÈ (earth-sleepers) (ThA.II.187f). The men of
Uttarakuru surpass even the gods of TÈvati£sa in four things: (a) they have no greed (amamÈ)
(VibhA.461), (b) no private property (apariggahÈ), (c) they have a definite term of life
(niyatÈyukÈ), one thousand years, after which they are born in heaven (AA.II.8)  and (d) they
possess great elegance (visesabhuno). They are, however, inferior to the men of JambudÏpa in
courage, mindfulness and in the religious life (A.IV.396; Kvu).99). Several instances are given
of the Buddha having gone to Uttarakuru for alms. Having obtained his food there, he would go
to the Anotatta lake, bathe in its waters and, after the meal, spend the afternoon on its banks
(Vin.I.27-8; DhA.III.222). The power of going to Uttarakuru for alms is not restricted to the
Buddha; Pacceka Buddhas and various ascetics are mentioned as having visited Uttarakuru on
their begging rounds (J.V.316; VI.100; MA.I.340; SnA.II.420). It is considered a mark of great
iddhi-power to be able to do this (SA.I.93; Mil.84). Jotika’s wife was a woman of Uttarakuru;
she was brought to Jotika by the gods. She brought with her a single pint pot of rice and three
crystals. The rice-pot was never exhausted; whenever a meal was desired, the rice was put in a
boiler and the boiler set over the crystals; the heat of the crystals went out as soon as the rice was
cooked. The same thing happened with curries (DhA.IV.209ff). Food never ran short in
Uttarakuru; once when there was a famine in Vera¤jÈ and the Buddha and his monks were finding
it difficult to get alms, we find MoggallÈna suggesting that they should go to Uttarakuru for alms
(Vin.III.7). The clothes worn by the inhabitants resembled divine robes (PvA.76). It was natural
for the men of Uttarakuru not to transgress virtue as they were endowed with pakati-sÏla (natural
or proper virtue) (Vsm.I.15).

Geographical, religious, economic, and political factors on both sides of the Indo-Tibetan
border have played an important role in the Kailash-Manasarovar Pilgrimage. These factors have
not only affected this pilgrimage but have also been in turn affected by it. From the Indian
perspective western Tibet developed from a semi-mythical region known as Uttarakuru to the
Ladakh kingdom when Zorawar Singh conquered it. And from the Tibetan point of view, the
Kailash-Manasarovar region developed from tribal territory to an independent kingdom.
Eventually, this kingdom became part of both the greater Indian and greater Tibetan identity and
sacred geography. However strange it may sound, this region did not become part of the greater



Indian polity. The reason for this was that in the Indian perspective Kailash-Manasarovar were,
an ‘ideal’ pilgrimage site- a site which was so highly sanctified that it stayed out of the reach of
ordinary Indian mortals. Though pilgrimages to Kailash and Manasarovar have been made since
the earliest times, yet, historically, the region does not appear to have had the structures typically
associated with Hindu pilgrimage sites. Such sites are usually institutionalized. They have some
sort of dharam„ÈlÈs/a„ramas to house pilgrims; there are temples or at least sacred images, and
there are bathing ghats. Resident purohitas (priests) advise pilgrims of the appropriate prayers to
be made at the site, the most auspicious days to visit, and the type of offerings to be made there,
as well as the benefits accruing from these actions. But there is no record of any such structures
existing in the Kailash-Manasarovar region, at least until the 1930s. The lack of structures may
partly reflect the fact that the region has been outside the political boundaries of what is now
India, although theoretically it is within the Indian religious geography. It is also true that there
are other Hindu pilgrimage sites without such structures. Amarnath Cave in the Himalayas also
has no a„ramas or other symbols of a pilgrimage site. 

The lack of structures in the Kailash region raises the question of how many Hindu
pilgrims actually visited this region in the pre-1959 period. Kailash was largely not seen as a
destination for ordinary pilgrims. Besides the legendary hero-kings, it appears to have principally
attracted sadhus (McKay, 1998: 175). These sadhus, though not necessarily an unsystematized
phenomenon, were not primarily concerned with the construction of religious structures. They
also stayed aloof of local political and economic matters. Added to this, the difficulties of travel
there, altitude, scarce resources, bandits and the like, discouraged ordinary Indians from venturing
into Western Tibet. These factors together played their role in the historical process that resulted
in weaning away Indian influence in Western Tibet and the consequent development of Tibetan
national identity. Political expediency of the British Raj further helped in this process. It is in
these circumstances that Western Tibet (also known as Ngari or Ali), the land of Mount Kailash
and Lake Manasarovar, has now become firmly fixed not only within Tibetan identity but also
within Tibetan borders. In the early Indian perspective it was located beyond the periphery of the
ordered world, in the ‘wilderness’- which might be drawn into the ‘known’ by the presence and
power of Hindu sa×nyÈsÏs travelling and practising there. Interestingly, there has been an
associated growth of rituals and of oral or literary traditions concerning Kailash and Manasarovar
which serve to locate the pilgrimage within the Indic tradition. Thus, Vyas Ashram, Om Parvat,
Dharchula, Kalinadi, and Nabhidhang, have all associations with ƒiva or his devotees. But this
transformation process never progressed to the point where the region developed the structures
associated with a Hindu pilgrimage site, although under British patronage that process had begun
by the 1930s and ‘40s, only to be prevented by the Chinese takeover. Kailash thus remained
outside of the political boundaries of India. Amongst the Indian pilgrims, one no longer sees many
barefoot travellers of the past, who struggled alone through an unfamiliar, high, and hostile land.
In the past the ranks of Indians who came here were selected by the strength of their devotion and
limited by the difficulty of the journey. These days the process is conducted through the MEA,
which from a flood of applications chooses about 400 pilgrims by lottery. Most of these pilgrims
are middle-aged upper caste businessmen from urban centres.


