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ABSTRACT 

Based on a mobile, multi-sited ethnography conducted in 2011 in Nepal 

and Northern India, and employing a phenomenological and 

philosophical anthropological approach, this thesis explores 

contemporary journeys to the Himalayan region as a form of 

pilgrimage. Situating the phenomenon in a historical framework, I 

explore how the practices, performances and narratives of 

contemporary travellers in the Himalayan region reveal broader socio-

historical and recent cultural trends with regard to modernisation and 

global mobility. Reflecting the realities and perceived deficiencies of 

contemporary life, the attitudes, ideals, experiences and stories of 

global travellers as ‘embodied cosmopolitans’ expressed numerous 

overlapping themes. These included, for example, movement and 

reflection, disaffection and leaving alienated life, ideals of authenticity 

and utopian imaginaries. Through semiotic and phenomenological 

analysis and interpretation of interviews and participant observation, 

this thesis unfolds and critically discusses the relational politics 

inherent in contemporary journeys in the Himalayan region.  

As a performance blending yet surpassing traditional genres of 

mobility such as tourism and pilgrimage, contemporary journeys in the 

Himalayas are viewed as a meta-social reflection of salient concerns of 

our times, including alienation, technologization and hyper-

connectivity, relations between nature and culture and notions of ‘the 

good life’. Such journeys are explored as reflexive quests for re-

orientations or re-understandings, as well as travelling into imagined 

pasts and possible (alternative) futures. Being typically critical of 
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Western culture, travellers often demonstrated positive yet uncritical 

appraisal and nostalgia for all things perceived as exotic, non-modern 

and natural. Set against a perceived inauthentic, disenchanted and 

destructive West, the Himalayan region was often idealized for its 

natural and cultural purity and its aura as a spiritual, utopia. It is in 

such moral projections and utopian yearnings that we may read 

contemporary journeys such as those to the Himalayas and perhaps 

other global ‘power places’ as a paradoxical meta-critique and 

enactment of late modernity.  

  



 

 
iii 

CONTENTS 

 

 

 

 

Abstract                          i 

Images                        iv 

Acknowledgements             v 

Introduction              1 

Chapter 1 

Questions of Travel          21 

Chapter 2 

Walking with the Gods        67 

Chapter 3 

Methodological Wayfinding      109 

Chapter 4 

Horizons of Possibilities      155 

Chapter 5 

To the Village Where No Roads Go     195 

Chapter 6 

Travelling and Travailing      237 

Chapter 7 

Somewhere Between Everywhere and Nowhere   275 

Conclusion         311 

References         331 

 

 



 

 
iv 

IMAGES 

1. Boudnath, Kathmandu.            3 

2. Monks drinking lattes, Boudnath, Kathmandu.        4 

3. Traveller cafes in Dharamsala, India.          4 

4. Nicholas Roerich, ‘Lotus’, 1933.                    67 

5. Lost Horizon cover.          70 

6. Lonely Planet Nepal.          70 

7. Nicholas Roerich, ‘Ice Sphinx’, 1933.        73 

8. Religious Places in India.            79 

9 & 10. Seven Years in Tibet film posters, 1998.        89 

11. Nicholas Roerich, ‘Tibet’, 1933.        92 

12. Author in Kuala Lumpur’s government district.    135 

13. Curry breakfast in Kuala Lumpur.       137 

14. Bangkok International terminal.      141 

15 Entamoebic parasites.        144 

16. The Darjeeling Limited film poster.      164 

17. Himalayan vistas from National Geographic.    180 

18. ‘Wanderer above the Sea of Fog’.      200 

19. Modern oppositions.        215 

20. Streets of Kathmandu.        251 

 



 

 
v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  

I wish to thank the innumerable people who have assisted me during 

the process of carrying out this research. This includes the fellow 

travellers I met on and off the road, who generously shared their stories 

and helped me move closer to an understanding of what it means to 

travel. Heartfelt thanks to my family in California, for their unending 

love, support and encouragement. Despite my many years away from 

‘home’ and the oceanic distances that often separate us, they have 

continuously helped keep me afloat through calm and stormy seas.  

Special thanks are of course due to my supervisors, Dr Kathryn 

Rountree and Dr Graeme Macrae of Massey University, for their 

extraordinary dedication, generosity and patience. I also thank the 

faculty and administrative staff of the College of Humanities and Social 

Sciences. In particular, thanks to Dr Warwick Tie for always keeping his 

door open for illuminating conversations, and Dr Peter Lineham for his 

lively spirit and care in making sure I had teaching work. I am also very 

grateful to Dot Cavanagh and Leanne Menzies, whose kindness was 

felt from the day I arrived at Massey University.  

Going further back, I am thankful to Dr Chamsy el-Ojeili at Victoria 

University of Wellington, for encouraging me to undertake doctoral 

studies during a shared bus ride through winter wind and rain. 

I wish to thank Dr Paula Pereda Perez, for her wonderful 

companionship, illuminating ideas, editing advice and importantly, her 

sense of humour. 



 

 
vi 

Lastly, I sincerely thank Dr Wendelin Küpers for his continuous 

inspiration, wisdom and friendship. I thank him for showing me the 

way into phenomenology and pointing me towards what Heidegger 

calls a ‘path of awakening’. This thesis is dedicated to him, and to my 

brother Andy, who never ceases to teach me the fundamental lesson of 

anthropology: we could always be other than who we are.  


