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Introduction

	Hello everyone, I am Lia Tachigami. Today I brought this wig for the presentation. This is the wig I wore for Mariana’s Birthday party, but I am not going to talk about the wig. Thinking more broadly, I would like to talk about hair. To discuss the agency of hair, I will use two main theories and the case study, which is the hair offering ritual at Tirupati in India. We, humans, often care about the hairstyle and hair colors but not the actual hair itself. However, hair is actually a very unique object. It is a part of our body, but unlike other parts of the body, we can cut it off and separate it from the body. Which means hair functions as a part of the body, but also exists as an independent material entity. This presentation approaches the often-overlooked discussion of hair in relation to the theme of sacredness. And the main question for this presentation is “How does hair act as an active agent that connects body, faith, and society in the Tirupati hair offering ritual?”

Theoretical Framework

	First, I will briefly explain the two theories. The first one is the embodiment, which Thomas Csordas advocated. In conventional humanity, theorists insist that the body is a tool to describe meanings and cultures. For example, when Christians pray, they often put their palms together. This posture was thought to be the description of faith. In other words, they used to believe that our minds and meanings exist first, then these conceptions can be represented by the body. However, Csordas is explicitly opposed to this way of thinking. He insists that the body is the place where meanings generate (Csordas, 1990). In the example that I mentioned, the act of putting our palms together manifests the faith through our bodies.
	The second one is the mediation from Birgit Meyer. Meyer claims that it is impossible to access the sacredness directly. She theorizes that sacredness can be produced by mediating other material and sensational things or body practices. Let’s think back to the time we went to the Rowton’s museum. We sat on the wooden church bench and listened to the music and looked at the pipe organ. I believe that was the actual time we experienced the sacredness. Through things, body, and senses, we can access the sacredness (Meyer, 2011).
	I use these two theories together because both Csordas's and Meyer’s theories have a strong relation to the material and bodily dimensions of religion. Faith is not a concept only believed, but it should be felt and materialized.

Case Study

To examine hair using two theories, this is the case study that I would like to suggest. That is the hair offering ritual in Tirupati. Is there anybody who has ever heard of this ritual or place? I will explain what kind of place Tirupati is and its ritual. Tirupati is a city in southern India, known as a holy place of the Hindu god Venkateshvara. In Tirupati, there is a sacred hill called Tirumala. Since it was considered a very holy place, non-Hindus were not allowed to climb it before 1870. 
Tirupati is home to the famous Tirupati Balaji Temple, which has an ancient tradition of hair offering (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2025). There are many old legends about this custom, but in short, people donate their hair to thank the god when their wishes are fulfilled, and also to show their faith and devotion. (Kashish, 2025). The collected hair is cleaned and disinfected, then sorted by length and quality. After that, it is sold through an online auction to buyers and wig makers around the world. The money earned from selling the hair amounts to several hundred million rupees every year, which is about 1 million pounds, and is used to support the temple’s maintenance, welfare work, charity, and education programs (Aishwarya, 2025).

Analysis

	Now that we have seen two theories from Csordas and Meyer, and how the hair offering is practiced in Tirupati, let’s look at how these ideas help us understand how hair acts as an active agent in this ritual. I have divided the analysis into three dimensions. Meaning, presence, and power, which correspond to embodiment, mediation, and social agency. First, I would like to focus on the meaning of hair. According to Csordas, the religious experience is realized through bodily activity (Csordas, 1990). In the Tirupati ritual, the believers cut their hair and let go of their individuality to surrender themselves to God (Davasheesh, 2022). Which means the physical activity of cutting their hair generates faith and self-transcendence. At this moment, we can consider that hair connects the body and faith. Second is the presence of hair. Meyer claimed that sacredness can be realized through mediations (Meyer, 2011). Since the hair is a part of a believer, when they dedicate the hair, it means the existence of the believers remains with God (Smytta, 2025). In other words, from the view of mediation, the hair becomes the medium of sacred presence. The hair connects God and the believer. The final perspective is the power of hair. As I mentioned before, the offered hair is later sold. The hair supports the temple management and the wig industry. This means hair has the power not only to show dedication but also to support the temple and the society. From the view of Csordas' theory, cutting hair generates personal inner changes (Csordas, 1990). Which means hair can have a spiritual power. In addition, from the view of Meyer’s theory, we can also consider that the hair has social power since it mediates not only God and the believer but also sacredness and society (Meyer, 2011). In short, hair is the material thing that activates the religion. Together, these two theories reveal that sacredness does not only lie in the act of hair offering but in the continuity of the hair, the believer, God, and the society.

Conclusion

To conclude, today I talked about hair, which is such an ordinary object that we rarely pay attention to its agency. I used two theories from Csordas and Meyer, and the Tirupati ritual as the case study to conduct this consideration. The main question again was “How does hair act as an active agent that connects body, faith, and society in the Tirupati hair offering ritual?” The answer to this question is that the hair is not merely a part of our body, but a living agent that embodies faith through bodily action and also mediates as a material connection between God and the believer. In addition, the hair has both spiritual and social power. It has the power to activate the religion. So next time you cut your hair, don’t think of it as waste. It is a part of you and a living material that can connect body, faith, and even society. (1160 words)
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