A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

This essay critically compares and contrasts Keith D. Lilley’s article ‘Cities of God? Medieval Urban Forms and Their Christian Symbolism,’ published in Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers in 2004 with Jai Pal Singh and Mumtaz Khan’s article ‘Hindu Cosmology and the Orientation and Segregation of Social Groups in Villages in Northwestern India’ published in Geografiska Annaler in 1999.
 It does this by locating them within the study of cultural geography; comparing their similar conclusions but differing scopes and use of evidence; and finally by focusing on how they argue their claims that the cosmological symbolism of the settlements were indeed understood by their residents. 

Cultural geography

Both papers were works of cultural geography written for scholars (as evidenced by their location in academic journals). According to Denis Cosgrove and Peter Jackson, the field of cultural geography enjoyed “renewed interest” in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s.
 By 1999, Singh and Khan were able to simply state that they were working “in line with the interpretive methodologies of cultural geography,” with a brief note that the practice refers to reading a landscape as its own text.
 They were able to cite 16 other papers following a similar approach.
 In this evidently familiar field, they further situated themselves within scholarship on physical segregation of India’s caste system, stating that while prior studies have demonstrated that districts inhabited by different castes are separated, these studies have not recognised the segregation’s common directional orientation, and therefore cosmological, socio-religious meaning.
 Their paper thus appears intended to build on pre-existing scholarship by arguing a new theory that is additive rather than conflicting. 


Though writing five years later, Lilley gave more background when situating himself within the existing debates, in order to argue that Anglophone urban studies had not moved as others had to look at iconographic interpretations of the city, and that in turn scholars of cultural geography had tended not to address the landscapes of the Middle Ages.
 The argument of his paper, that medieval urban dwellers interpreted their cities symbolically, specifically as representations of the Christian cosmos, was therefore simultaneously intended as a call for greater engagement between the disciplines of urban morphology and cultural geography.
 
Conclusions, scope, and evidence choices

Both papers made a similar argument: that the settlements in question had cosmologically ordained layouts, understood symbolically as such by their inhabitants. Lilley’s argument was threefold. Firstly, medieval textual and visual depictions presented the city as a microcosm of the Christian cosmos. Secondly, using sacred geometry, urban planners put cosmic symbolism into the city’s physical form. Thirdly, religious performances within the city embodied these same symbolic forms.
 More straightforwardly, Singh and Khan argued that caste segregation in villages in Northwestern India follows a cosmologically ordained structure relating to the deities ascribed to each cardinal direction.


The greatest difference in these conclusions is their scope. Nicholas Campion argued in his book Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions that neither of the two religious traditions under study can be generalised. Firstly, he stated that Hinduism is not a codified religion, but instead a pluralistic coalition of beliefs.
 He similarly wrote that “to generalize about a phenomenon as diverse as Christianity is risky.”
 

Singh and Khan, dealing with a much smaller area of study, broadly avoided generalisation. For example, though the caste hierarchy is pan-Indian, they specified the placements that are specific to their focus in the Northwest.
 They also dedicated a section to regional differences, noting a “broad difference between north and south Indian villages,” among other factors, acknowledging that these mean their conclusions cannot be applied across India.


Despite covering a much broader area – the whole of medieval Europe – Lilley did not offer the same caveats. In fact, he argued that the symbolic interpretations of the medieval city “reveal a shared Christian symbolism” across the vast geographical and temporal period he was discussing.


Secondly, and in part due to this difference in focus, the two papers used very different evidence. Singh and Khan worked with four existing villages in a twofold manner. Firstly, they mapped their current structure both physically (building locations and orientations) and socially (the caste of a ward’s residents). Secondly, they interviewed residents to create an oral history of how these structures have changed.


This dual approach is particularly useful in a study like Singh and Khan’s. An oral study is necessary where there are no textual sources, however evidence shows that they face methodological issues, including reflecting the pre-existing phenomenological thinking of the scholars.
 Their direct mapping therefore provided direct evidence of the current state of the villages. In this way, the two methods supported one another’s potential weaknesses. 


Lilley’s evidence was again much broader. Obviously, in contrast to Singh and Khan, he had the inherent problem of not having access to the medieval city itself, nor its inhabitants. He therefore primarily relied on contemporary descriptions. However, he states that “there are…few textual descriptions of cities surviving from the Middle Ages.”
 He cites J. K. Hyde to do this, although Hyde’s article in question appears to instead argue that “the subject is a very large one.”
 There are enough surviving examples for him to have argued three stages of description style across six centuries, demonstrating changing views of the city.
 Regardless, Lilley’s assertion that there are few remaining texts ought necessarily to weaken any conclusion drawn from them. As previously stated, Lilley’s ultimate conclusion was instead sweeping. 
Use of evidence

To make this conclusion, Lilley drew on evidence as disparate as a sermon praising Chester from c.1195, a legendary tale describing Padua from c.1318, and a mapping of an undated Eucharistic procession in Bruges carried out by Tom Boogaart in 2001.
 Though the geographical and chronological spread is very wide, and unlike Singh and Khan, any local differences were not mentioned. As well as potentially leading to generalisation, this appears self-contradicting. Lilley called for urban morphology to begin reading maps “for alternative and sometimes competing discourses,” quoting J. B. Harley’s 1992 paper ‘Deconstructing the Map.’
 Yet he mentions no competing discourses. 



Further to Lilley’s generalisation from few texts, his arguments appear to make certain leaps of logic which are not well supported by the evidence. In his section on sacred geometry he invited comparison to Wim Boerefijn’s 2000 paper ‘Designing the Medieval New Town.’
 Where Lilley argued he found sacred geography to support his idea of a symbolic city landscape, Boerefijn was more measured. He wrote that “it seems more sensible to see…a deliberate effort to achieve order,” and that while this order may have been understood cosmologically, it is not possible to know the importance of this factor compared to others, or how it influenced the designers’ work.
 Lilley’s evidence on this point relied on the idea that the city was occasionally represented as a circle and square, reflecting differing representations of Jerusalem, that architecture like cathedrals has been argued to convey mystical meaning, and that God was sometimes illustrated as a geometer.
 These do not appear to adequately address Boerefijn’s cautions. 


Working with a narrower focus and having collected their own primary evidence, Singh and Khan did not make so many interpretive leaps. They also benefit from pre-existing scholarship describing the dik-pālas or directional guardian deities, a known tradition in Indian cosmology.
 After summarising for the reader, they clearly presented their findings that these villages have a west-east gradient in the occupied space, where western districts are occupied by more privileged castes and eastern by lower castes. Additionally, scheduled castes typically live in southerly districts.
 They are detailed, mapped, and summarised to clearly demonstrate the correlation between cosmological and physical space.

Experiential arguments

Correlation, however, does not demonstrate that inhabitants actually experienced their settlements symbolically. Both papers argued that they did. this case residents). This is more explicit in Lilley’s article, which centres the experience of the medieval urbanite throughout. But it can also be found in Singh and Khan’s assertion that “villagers believe that the social space…slopes down from west to east, while the southern sector is the ‘lowest’ segment of the village.”
 (Emphasis mine.)

In Lilley’s section on religious processions, he argued that the spatial form of religious processions allowed non-intellectual residents to appreciate the Christian cosmic symbolism of their cities.
 However, his primary evidence appears to be that these processions typically travelled linearly from the edge to the centre of the city, focusing on the central church or marketplace. From this he argues variously that processions could symbolise an axis around which the heavens rotated, the linearity of Christian time, and the world as a Neoplatonist body which itself was microcosmic.
 Any or all of these may be true, as may be the idea that processions simply followed a main thoroughfare to easily accommodate the movement of people, and culminated at the central religious building or market square for similar, practical reasons. Ultimately, Lilley does not offer evidence that this is how the mass of people, or even the educated religious leaders of these processions, actually understood their meaning. 


Additionally, similar criticisms have been levied against Lilley’s 2009 book City and Cosmos: The Medieval World in Urban Form, which, according to reviews, shared a central argument with this paper. For example, R. N. Swanson wrote that much of the book ”offers no concrete proof, no hard evidence,” while Emanuele Lugli stated that Lilley “offers questionable interpretations of some sources.”
 These suggest that Lilley’s evidential issues are a repeated issue of his thesis.

In contrast, Singh and Khan did make attempts to address potential practical reasons for the settlement patterns they identified. They acknowledged that the orientation of caste districts likely have ecological motivations, for example the direction of the wind, as well as cosmological ones.
 They therefore line up more closely with Boerefijn’s argument that multiple factors influence the geometry of a settlement. 

However, unlike Lilley and Boerefijn, Singh and Khan were potentially in the position to confirm how residents (although not founders) of the villages actually viewed their living areas. Yet they apparently did not. While the evidence that caste districts are orientationally distributed appears convincing, its connection to the Hindu cosmological framework is less clear due to this omission. After describing the deities and associated meanings given to each of the cardinal directions they then jumped to stating that this “makes clear why the folk consider the southern sector, presided over by Yama, the god of death, to be the socially lowest segment of the settlement.”
 The problem here is twofold. Firstly, it is not clear what evidence Singh and Khan drew from to say that the south is actually considered the socially lowest segment. If it is their own study presented in this paper, it becomes potentially cyclical, using the idea that these areas are perceived as socially low as evidence for an orientational caste segregation and the orientational caste segregation as evidence that these areas are perceived as socially low. Secondly, it does not inherently follow that being associated with death would make an orientation less auspicious. In Catholic tradition, for example, graves are typically aligned east-west.
 This does not make the orientation unlucky in Catholic thought. Rather, churches generally share the same orientation.


There is one potential piece of evidence that these orientations are commonly understood, however it is left unexplored in a footnote. They stated that during fieldwork, one villager taunted another about the physical location of their home, which was gathering water and mud. The second villager responded that it in fact had the social high ground, which could not be argued against by the first.
 Had this anecdotal evidence been built upon, it could have significantly shored up the argument. This is particularly key given one of their stated goals was to “provide a snapshot” of the current phenomenon as it is currently changing, something mentioned only briefly at the end of the paper.

Conclusion

This essay aimed to critically compare Lilley’s ‘Cities of God?’ with Singh and Khan’s ‘Hindu Cosmology.’ It argued that while both are works of cultural geography, and similarly conclude that the settlements they examine were cosmologically structured and understood, they are different in scope and use of evidence. Where Singh and Khan are focused on a specific area of India, and draw from specifically created primary evidence, Lilley generalises for the whole of medieval Europe from a few disparate sources. This leads to some claims appearing unsubstantiated, an issue that Singh and Khan typically avoid. However, both papers ultimately struggle to provide evidence for the idea that the potential cosmological structure of the settlements are understood symbolically by their residents. 
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