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Abstract

Pastoral mobility in mountain environments always implicates indigenous 
forms of agency vis-à-vis the surrounding states with which people 
are interlinked, for instance through trade relations, contested border 
demarcations or natural resource regulations. In this paper, we analyse 
such interactions in terms of an ongoing ‘politics of scale’, that is to say 
a politics of the spatial dimensions structuring social life. Our case study 
focuses on the Bhotiyas, former trans-Himalayan traders who practisea 
sort of combined mountain agriculture in the high valleys of the Kumaon 
Himalaya, bordering China. The interdisciplinary approach foregrounds 
several registers of mobility, from agro-pastoral to ritual techniques and 
from property rights to ethnic identities.
Keywords: Bhotiyas, pastoral mobility, politics of scale, interdisciplinary 
research, Kumaon

Introduction

Mobility is a prominent theme in high mountain research, especially in analyses 
of pastoral practices. Without doubt, the rhythms of movement in the Himalaya 
are broadly driven by seasonal variations, such as the duration of snow cover or 
the onset of the vegetation periods in different altitudinal belts. However, classic 
accounts overemphasized cross-regional similarities in vertical land use and 
specifi ed mobility patterns as adaptations that reduce the risk of crop and 
livestock production under the harsh environmental conditions of mountain 
regions (Rhoades and Thompson 1975). This conventional view was backed by 
assumptions of ecological uniformity in different environmental zones, with 
carrying capacity as the controlling parameter. Within the parameters of such 
quantitatively defi ned and predictable systems, pastoralists predominantly fi gured 
as ‘politically passive migrants’ because their mobility was seen as incompatible 
with mainstream social and political life (Agrawal and Saberwal 2004: 38).

Rather negative perceptions of pastoral mobility gained a strong currency in 
the Theory of Himalayan Environment Degradation, the dominant narrative for 
that region during the 1970s and 1980s (Metz 2010). It postulated a direct relation 
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between overpopulation, grazing pressure and deforestation, resulting in severe 
soil erosion in the hills and devastating fl ooding in the Indo-Gangetic plains 
(Eckholm 1976). While these prognostic scenarios and explanations still inform 
policy makers in India and China today, they have meanwhile been challenged 
by a number of studies revealing the value of indigenous knowledge and a more 
complex picture of environmental change (cf. Blaikie and Muldavin 2004). 
Stimulated by scholars working in the semi-arid rangelands of Africa (Scoones 
1995; Niamir-Fuller 1999), a new scientifi c agenda for the assessment of mobile 
land use in the Himalaya gradually prevailed in which the proactive character of 
pastoral strategies was foregrounded (Nüsser 1996; Saberwal 1999).

Seasonal movements across different altitudinal belts facilitate extensive 
livestock keeping, and enable people to effi ciently manage good fodder and 
nutritional supplies for their animals. Actual mobility patterns are thereby shaped 
through negotiation processes in which the diverging interests of local actors as 
well as external infl uences and interventions are relevant (Bauer 2004; Kreutzmann 
2006). These negotiations are often fuelled by government programmes of 

Figure 1. The high mountain border region of Kumaon
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affi rmative action, which are designed to give the ‘weaker sections’ of society, 
often non-Hindu, a competitive edge. Many pastoral groups seek to achieve 
recognition from the state by strategically displaying a distinct ethnic identity 
(Kapila 2008; Shneiderman 2010).

These recent trends of scholarly research inform our case study of the so-called 
Bhotiyas of Kumaon. In their previous trans-Himalayan trade activities, they kept 
large fl ocks of sheep and goats for transporting commodities across high passes 
into Tibet. Although (geo-)political dynamics had overshadowed the region for a 
long time, the closure of the Indo-Tibetan border due to war between India and 
China in 1962 had a particularly dramatic effect on the Bhotiyas’ livelihood 
situation. They practise combined mountain agriculture (Ehlers and Kreutzmann 
2000), consisting of animal husbandry and crop cultivation, as well as the use of 
biotic resources in different ecological zones, all of which are interdependently 
linked through seasonal migration (Hoon 1996; Nüsser 2006). This mobility 
pattern favours the maintenance of livestock by means of reliable grazing 
resources throughout the year, including crop remnants from harvested fi elds. 
However, scholars have so far shown little interest in the cultural factors, such as 
rituals, that also infl uence a mobile style

Based on the example of this ‘high mountain border region’ (Bergmann et al. 
2008; see Figure 1) we argue that pastoral mobility is an active engagement with 
historically evolving power relations and highland–lowland dynamics. Our 
empirical investigation starts with the onset of British colonial rule in Kumaon 
and discusses the boom, gradual demise, and fi nal breakdown of the trans-
Himalayan trade. Following this, we provide a detailed account of the Bhotiyas’ 
struggle for Scheduled Tribe (ST) status. The article closes with an account of 
more recent developments and an ethnographic description of the present-day 
village context.1

Analytical Framework

We scrutinize the proactive character of pastoral mobility along three interrelated 
dimensions, namely its geographical extent, its discursive context, and the fact 
that it is best regarded as a kind of embodied practice. It has been widely accepted 
that the migratory routes of mountain pastoralists are highly variable over time 
(Montero et al. 2009). Such transformations are linked to politico-economic 
alterations, which enable or constrain specifi c movements via shifting regulations 
for accessing pasture grounds or extracting biotic resources. However, 
implemented policies also promote discursive representations through which 
pastoral practices are conceptualized in the public gaze (Gooch 2009). The 
images produced are constantly negotiated in people’s daily encounters with state 
authority, for example when paying grazing fees or getting permission to enter a 
forest. In Kumaon, such effects of government interventions into local practices 
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of natural resource use have received some attention, though most scholars 
restricted their perspective to the genealogy of a scientifi cally grounded forestry 
in the Lesser Himalaya and largely ignored pastoral groups like the Bhotiyas 
(Guha 1989; Agrawal 2005a).

Building partly on romantic ideas of peasant oneness with nature, Guha 
exposes how early punitive guidelines for conservation under British colonial 
rule interfered heavily with local interests, and triggered long-term resistance. 
Agrawal further analyses the emergence of state–community partnerships. These 
endeavours culminated in formally recognized forest councils (van panchayat) 
during the 1930s, which were intended to restore responsibility for forest 
resources and thereby a more balanced and effi cient use of them. Based on a 
Foucauldian framework of power, Agrawal argues that decentralized and 
participatory management procedures replaced repressive force with engaging 
and educative mechanisms of control and compliance. In other words, forest-
related rules became implemented, fi ne tuned and propagated on the ground of 
disciplinary practice through which resource users shape the embodied techniques 
and forms of knowledge that guide their behaviour. Agrawal (2005b: 186–87) 
admits that the ethnographic evidence for this scenario is rather thin, so that he is 
compelled to give little attention to local cultural logics of communal resource 
regulation, relying instead on an assumed trans-cultural rationality. This paper 
contributes towards fi lling this signifi cant gap in contemporary research by using 
evidence from rituals and other public performances to analyse mountain 
pastoralism in one particular context.

Our analysis gives special reference to the multiple scales (from local to 
global) on which the Bhotiyas became able to position themselves and act 
effectively. Far from being static, scales are constantly shaped and re-shaped in 
an ongoing politics about the spatial dimensions structuring social life (Cox 
1998). They are therefore understood as contested webs of relations: while ‘[s]
ome people have access to such webs at different levels, or with a wider 
geographical span, others do not’ (Schendel 2005: 10). We regard this 
terminology as useful, since the Bhotiyas reside close to the Indo-Tibetan border. 
The basic contours of this border were carved out during colonial times, and left 
lasting imprints on the relationships between the post-colonial states of India and 
China, as well as between these states and their borderland communities 
(Schendel 2007). Relevant examples are the replacement of pre-existing informal 
institutions by stately sanctioned ones at the village level; the massive extension 
of offi cial regulations for the use of forests and grasslands into the transversal 
Himalayan valleys of Kumaon in order to further enhance territorial control at the 
peripheries; the building of dams and road infrastructure to ensure state 
development as well as to integrate the region with a nationwide development 
scheme; and at the scale of international relations, a sealed and militarized border. 
In what follows, we trace and analyse how the Bhotiyas have positioned 
themselves along and across such webs in the realization of a mobile lifestyle.
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The adjoining zone of the High Himalaya (Himadri) is about 30–50 km wide. 
Glaciated mountain peaks, of which some exceed an altitude of 7,000 m, 
dominate the scenery. Its narrow transversal valleys give rise to montane forests 
where evergreen oaks (Quercus semecarpifolia, Qu. fl oribunda and Qu. 
leucotrichophora) alternate with areas dominated by conifers (Abies spectabilis, 
Cupressus torulosa) or deciduous trees (Alnus nepalensis, Aesculus indica and 
Acer spp.) At higher altitudes grasslands are found, which prevail into the Tibetan 

Environmental Confi gurations: Horizontal and Vertical Zonation 
of the Kumaon-Himalaya

The Bhotiyas’ movements span several ecological zones of the Kumaon 
Himalaya, each with specifi c environmental potentials and limitations for crop 
farming, forest and pasture use (Nüsser 2006; see Figure 2). The narrow belt of 
the Outer Himalaya (Bhabar) arises out of the northern parts of the Gangetic 
Plains (Terai). Up to an altitude of approximately 1,000 m, sub-humid tropical 
Sal-forests (Shorea robusta) are found. The Lesser Himalaya (Himanchal) 
follows as a 70–100 km broad belt in a northerly direction, with altitudes ranging 
between 1,500 and 3,000 m. In lower parts this zone is covered extensively by 
Pinus roxburghii forests, which often exhibit a herbaceous understorey sustained 
by intentional burnings. In the vicinity of settlements, most of the available land 
is terraced and cultivated for double cropping with rice, wheat, millet and various 
legumes.

Figure 2. The mobility pattern of the Bhotiyas (Darma Valley)
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Himalaya that form the northernmost part of Kumaon. With relatively wide and 
shallow valley bottoms, these localities are covered with meadows and dwarf 
shrubs. These are widely used as summer pastures (bugyal).

The Bhotiyas of Uttarakhand, India

The Bhotiyas are an ethnically and culturally heterogeneous community.2 They 
inhabit seven high mountain valleys, all of which are close to international borders 
in Garhwal and Kumaon, the two administrative divisions and former kingdoms 
of Uttarakhand. As former trans-Himalayan traders, their ethnicity and livelihood 
was traditionally associated with the Indo-Tibetan border. Until the Sino-Indian 
War and the closure of that border in 1962, sheep and goats were extensively 
reared, especially for transporting goods across passes in the High and Tibetan 
Himalaya. The Bhotiyas of Kumaon are divided into the Johari and the Rang. The 
Johari reside in the Gori Valley, whose upper part is referred to as Johar. The Rang 
split into further subdivisions that are also named according to the valleys they 
inhabit, namely the Byansi (Byans Valley), Chaudansi (Chaudans Valley), and 
Darmani (Darma Valley). Our analysis gives special emphasis to the Johari and 
Darmani, whose lower settlements are located around the now urbanized centres 
of Munsiari and Dharchula. The languages spoken by them belong to the Tibeto-
Burman family (Grierson 1909: 479–529; Willis 2007). However, most people are 
multilingual and also fl uent in Hindi, Pahari3 and Nepali.

Politics of Scale in a High Mountain Border Region

Imaginations of Mobility and Shifting Routes of Seasonal Migration 

Before the onset of British colonial rule, a regional power structure was defi ned 
by interactions between the kings and aristocrats of Kumaon, Tibet and Nepal, 
who continuously aimed to extend their spheres of infl uence (Joshi and Brown 
1987). Following the invasion of Kumaon and Garhwal by the Gorkhas in 1790, 
the area was brought to the fore of British strategic calculations (see Figure 3). 
The defeat of the Gorkhas in 1815 gave them their fi rst direct access to the Indo-
Tibetan border (Gill 2000). At the onset of colonial rule in Kumaon, the Bhotiya 
trade was delimited to the barter of locally needed products, such as grain, salt, 
cloth and wool (Raper 1812: 497–98, 530; Moorcroft 1818: 399–400), while the 
more lucrative long-distance trade in pashmina wool, a raw material for Kashmiri 
shawls, was exclusively traded through middlemen in Ladakh (Lamb 1986: 44).

From the beginning of their administration, the British were aware that an 
involvement in the trans-Himalayan trade was crucial for advancing colonial 
development. For them, the high mountain border region of Kumaon represented 
above all a gateway to the geopolitically and economically signifi cant centres in 



Christoph Bergmann, Martin Gerwin, William S. Sax and Marcus Nüsser

110    NOMADIC PEOPLES  (2011)   VOLUME 15   ISSUE 2

Tibet and Central Asia (Moorcroft and Trebeck 1837: xvii; Lamb 1986: 40). 
Until then, British attempts to access Tibet had been rather unsuccessful due to 
various diplomatic obstacles, as well as to the hostility of local residents. The 
Bhotiyas who ‘are known to travel freely without molestation in countries far 
beyond the British frontier’ (Montgomerie 1868: 129) were considered by 
leading administrators to be important brokers for channelling and furthering 
colonial ambitions.4 In return, and in order to facilitate a ‘free and unshackled 
trade’ (Kumaon Division 1843), only minimal taxes were levied on them – both 
in comparison to other groups in the region and to the sums collected by the 
former Chand and Gorkha rulers (Traill 1832: 31; Batten 1851: 219–220). This 
strategy became clearly visible after the Dogras of Jammu, British rivals allied 
with the Sikh kingdom, invaded Western Tibet in 1841. The temporary closure 
of Tibetan markets led to considerable losses among the Bhotiyas and stimulated 
the British to foster their relationship with them by making further tax allowances. 
These were meant to strengthen a ‘good feeling’ towards the British government 
that local traders should then ‘communicate … to the Taklakote authorities’ 
(Kumaon Division 1842) in Tibet, emphasizing the benefi cial effects of colonial 
rule at the periphery of empire.

A rapid increase in trade volumes, particularly for wool, occurred during the 
second half of the nineteenth century (Sherring 1906: 140). The quantity of this 
trade item transported through the high valleys of Kumaon rose from approximately 
800 kg in 1841 to more than 330,000 kg in the year 1901 (Goudge 1903). The 

Figure 3: Timeline of important historical events and alterations in Kumaon
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boost was linked to the dynamics of the colonial economy, particularly the 
emergence of industrialized production processes in the wool mills of the 
Gangetic Plains (Roy 2003: 271–72). While the Bhotiyas had initially sold 
imported goods mostly in Almora and Bageshwar in the Lesser Himalaya, they 
gradually began to bargain directly with middlemen of such mills in Haldwani 
and Tanakpur (Walton 1911: 69). The extension of the railway network during 
the 1880s further transformed these towns, which are located in the transition 
zone of the Himalayan foothills to the Gangetic Plains. As railheads, they became 
the most important market centres of Kumaon (Goudge 1903).

Instead of grazing their fl ocks of sheep and goats in the vicinity of the lower 
settlements at the margins of the High Himalaya during winter (Traill 1832: 
11–12), the Bhotiyas then integrated the more far-away forests and pastures with 
these evolving market places. Grazing tracts had to be shared with other groups, 
who also came down during the cold season (Forest Department 1889). At the 
time of migration, the grass cover of the Pinus roxburghii forests in the Lesser 
Himalaya provided suffi cient fodder resources. Moreover, shepherds negotiated 
customary agreements with sedentary farmers in order to graze their animals on 
harvested fi elds in return for fertilizing manure and the sale of dairy products. The 
Johari in particular acquired huge tracts of cultivable land around Bageshwar, 
Thal and Munsiari. While members of this group came to rank as superior 
landholders and tax collectors (zamindars) of the region, a rather different 
scenario followed for the Rang. A major reason for this discrepancy relates to the 
Rajwars from Askot.5 These local aristocrats held proprietary rights in village 
land and harshly controlled its distribution, to the disadvantage of these 
easternmost Bhotiya groups (Walton 1911: 211–12).

In the meantime, British perceptions were infl uenced by a shifting politics of 
the crown, which aimed at defi ning and securing scientifi cally mapped state 
borders as well as environmental boundaries in the interior (Barrow 2003). This 
resulted in the gradual enclosure of the Bhotiyas’ movements within complex 
institutional and administrative arrangements. These trends were related to 
emerging demands in natural resources, especially timber, for intensifi ed railway 
construction. After the Indian Forest Act had been established in 1878, large 
tracts of the forests around Haldwani and Tanakpur were demarcated as 
‘Reserved’ (Guha 1989: 44).

During the 1890s the British introduced further regulations to directly act on 
migratory patterns, such as the installation of offi cially sanctioned halting places 
(paraos) in the Lesser Himalaya. At these intermediate spots, stays were 
restricted to a maximum of three days, while the allotted grazing tracts near the 
market centres of the foothills remained accessible only from December to 
February for a fee of six annas6 per animal (Forest Department 1898). Although 
the colonial administration still emphasized the Bhotiyas’ vital role for the trans-
Himalayan trade, their mobility was increasingly defi ned as maladaptive and 
harmful (Forest Department 1905; Dangwal 2009). It was, for instance, 
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considered responsible for their disregard of operative regulations, since ‘[t]he 
absence of any control over them has in a way spoilt them and they seem to have 
very little respect for authority. The wandering life they lead … encourages 
lawless habits’ (Political Department 1895). This perspective formed part of the 
administrative discourse within the British colonial machinery, which generally 
depicted pastoral groups as disturbing factors within an economically motivated 
rhetoric of nature conservation (cf. Leach and Mearns 1996; Rajan 2006).

In the Kumaon Himalaya the implementation of scientifi c forestry was driven 
by an ever-increasing demand for timber products by the British. Between 1910 
and 1917 the administration heavily extended the area sanctioned by strict rules 
for grazing and resource extraction until approximately 4,500 sq km fell under the 
category of ‘Reserved Forest’ (Forest Department 1921). This brought the areas 
around Munsiari and Dharchula under direct control of the Forest Department. 
The Kumaoni population resisted these developments in a famous and often-
described rebellion (Guha 1989; Agrawal 2005a), in which the Bhotiyas 
participated by intentionally ignoring rules imposed by the colonial authorities. 
As a direct consequence, the total area of restricted forests was again reduced 
(Forest Department 1934). Moreover, after the submission of several petitions to 
senior offi cials of the colonial government, the grazing tax too was fi nally 
abolished in 1938 (Mittal 1986: 229). However, the gradual decline of the trans-
Himalayan trade set the greatest challenge to the Bhotiyas’ mobility.

Tincal (raw borax), a mineral from the saline lakes of Central Tibet that was 
utilized by colonial and European porcelain industries, had already become 
uncompetitive during the second half of the nineteenth century. Reasons included 
the discovery of new deposits in other parts of the world, as well as the 
development of chemical processes for producing borax (Brown 1984: 117–19; 
Spengen 2000: 101). From the 1920s onwards, Tibetan wool was then 
successively replaced by cheap imports from Europe and Australia (Roy 2003: 
258–59). In addition, also the import of non-borate salts became less signifi cant 
due to the availability of cheap sea salt from the coastal areas of India (Fürer-
Haimendorf 1975: 62).

In the course of these developments the main commercial routes to Tibet 
shifted eastwards, linking Sikkim with the ports of Bengal (Foreign Department 
1947). The situation further worsened for the Bhotiyas because of a widespread 
outbreak of animal diseases among their fl ocks during the 1940s, and intensifying 
political disputes in Tibet that distorted the traditional modes of trade following 
the Chinese invasion in 1950 (Patterson 1962). This challenged them to reorient 
their mobile livelihoods in order to cope with the drastically altering prospects of 
their borderland. Older people from Munsiari report that the most visible change 
was a dramatic increase in fi eld cropping, rather than collecting a portion of the 
harvest as landlords from tenant farmers. 
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The Closure of the Indo-Tibetan Border: Reorienting Mobile Livelihood 

Towards the end of colonial rule the Johari elites had envisaged a fi rm integration 
in regional caste society by dismantling their own cultural distinctiveness. In 
contrast to the British administration’s classifi cation of the Bhotiyas as a 
‘Mongoloid border tribe’, they tried to promote and justify the idea of originally 
being high-caste Rajput-immigrants from the Indian plains (Atkinson 1882: 
111–15; Srivastava 1966: 204). When commercial activities with the Tibetans 
had lost signifi cance for the reasons outlined above, the Johari reoriented and, as 
a political strategy, deployed the tribal category.

Soon after India’s independence the Kumaon Bhotiya Peoples’ Federation 
(KBPF) was established as a unifi ed political organ vis-à-vis emerging state 
structures and the ever more pervasive policies of affi rmative action propagated 
by the Indian Government, creating various benefi ts for marginal groups. 
Although representatives from other valleys were actively involved, the Johari 
clearly dominated. In their fi rst memorandum of 1947, the federation had defi ned 
‘Bhotiya’ as a backward community that demanded special statutory safeguards 
to ‘promote economic welfare, and social and cultural uplift’ (KBPF 1947: 18). 
When the administration began looking for possible Scheduled Tribe (ST) 
candidates, the Bhotiya leaders instantly sought to have the Bhotiyas placed on 
the list. The arguments put forward for recognition laid emphasis on their 
‘primitiveness’ and ‘disadvantage’ as a mobile group of traders dwelling in an 
otherwise unproductive region between Tibetan Buddhist and Hindu infl uence. 
Claims for regaining unrestricted access to forests and grasslands formed an 
integral part of this strategy. The Bhotiya elites clearly anticipated a further 
reduction of trade, and confl icts over land that they presumed would come along 
with this.

Yet, seasonal migration had already lost its signifi cance, especially among the 
Johari. Milam, the largest of all Bhotiya settlements at the upper end of their 
valley, recorded a reduction from six hundred households in the 1930s (Pant 1935: 
240) to three hundred in 1950 (Murray 1951). Growth in sedentary agriculture in 
the vicinity of the winter settlements was accompanied by an increase in cattle at 
the cost of sheep and goats (KBPF 1947; GoU 2003). However, the ‘Kumaon and 
Uttarakhand Zamindari Abolition and Land Reforms Act’ of 1960, which aimed 
at the transfer of land for crop farming to the actual cultivators, negatively affected 
the land-holding Johari (Prasad 1989: 71, 113–16). Many families lost access to 
pastures in the foothills and Lesser Himalaya, as well as property to appointed 
tenant farmers in the lower settlements. Particularly around Munsiari, the 
redistribution of land was partially compensated by strategic reinvestments and 
quasi-transfers of leased land to non-landholding relatives. 

After the war between India and China in 1962, the Bhotiya elites invested 
even more effort into obtaining offi cial ST recognition until they fi nally 
succeeded in 1967. This guaranteed them quota-access to universities, government 
service and the legislature, along with other privileges. By opting for ST status, 
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they had intentionally positioned themselves at the margins of caste society. At 
the same time this ‘jump’ to the national scale (Smith 1993) facilitated their 
access to the class-ridden spheres of power and wealth across various administrative 
levels. In this context, non-agriculture employment in the administrative centres 
of Uttar Pradesh, the then federal state to which the Kumaon region had become 
aggregated, became feasible opportunities for a growing section of educated 
Bhotiyas.

However, one of the gravest forms of Indian state intervention after the border 
closure was the large military road-building programme, which opened up the 
lower parts of all the Bhotiya valleys in Kumaon (Rawat and Sharma 1997). 
Furthermore, the Indian Government promoted the building of schools and the 
implementation of a decentralized administrative structure (Nautiyal et al. 2003). 
These policies facilitated the further development of Munsiari and Dharchula into 
densely populated administrative and educational centres. In the meantime, the 
trend of giving up seasonal migration to the upper valleys accelerated. In the Gori 
Valley, the number of migrating villagers declined from 673 in 1971 to 229 in 
2001 (GoI 1973; 2003). In the uppermost settlement Milam, only eighteen 
households were counted in 2004 (Nüsser 2006: 20), while non-Bhotiya groups 
from villages around Munsiari as well as from other parts of Kumaon increasingly 
utilized the high altitude pastures of the valley. They were obliged to pay fees, 
levied by the respective van panchayats, which were exclusively ruled by the 
migrating Johari.

In the easternmost valleys of the Rang, the decline in seasonal migration took 
place at a slower pace. In the Darma Valley it reduced from 2,674 people in 1961 
to 1,210 in 2001 (GoI 1966; 2003). Especially due to their geographical vicinity 
to Nepal, this group remained in control of alternative and economically 
reasonable pastoral routes. Far-western Nepal remained quite undeveloped in 
infrastructure until the late 1980s, so that large fl ocks provided a perpetual source 
of income as transport animals, even after the closure of the Indo-Tibetan border. 
The relative lack of arable land in the winter settlements around Dharchula was 
another important factor in this regard. Moreover, following fi rst negotiations 
between India and China, new hopes for an economic recovery of their migratory 
routes were awakened with the re-opening of the Lipu Lekh pass in the Byans 
Valley in 1992.7 

The Indian Government then took a more confi dent policy towards its 
controversial border with China, and this confi dence increasingly guides the 
actions of the regional administration and private investors (Mohan 2007). The 
removal of the so-called Inner Line regulation in most parts of the Bhotiya 
valleys in the early 1990s is one sign of this process. Until then, strict controls on 
access due to security concerns inhibited economic development, including the 
nascent tourist industry (Statesman 1981), and local residents frequently 
complained about this. In the upper Bhotiya valleys things changed even more 
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rapidly, when the 27th independent state of Uttarakhand (named Uttaranchal until 
2006) was carved out from Uttar Pradesh in 2000.

Dynamics at the Margin: The Multiplicity of Change

For decades the high mountain border region of Kumaon formed the outermost 
part of the most densely populated and lowland-dominated Indian state of Uttar 
Pradesh, whose government regularly ignored demands coming from these 
peripheries. Only after independence did a regional development agenda gain 
importance (Rangan 2004).8 The succeeding administrations aimed at combining 
market-based approaches with a mountain policy, of which hydro-energy, 
tourism and medicinal plant extraction became the most important building 
blocks (Garhwal Post 2009). Moreover, the whole state profi ts from the Border 
Area Development Program that promotes investments in infrastructure, education 
and agriculture (Tribune 2009). Examples include the ongoing extension of 
asphalted roads and telecommunication facilities into the high valleys. While 
many of these interventions vitalize life in the summer settlements, they also 
interact with complex negotiations and practices on the ground. 

This was illustrated following the annual general meeting of the Bhotiyas, held 
in Dharchula in April 2008. After discussions of current prospects among 
community leaders and with state offi cials, the large number of spectators eagerly 
awaited the cultural competition between dance groups of the various valleys. 
The dancers coming from the Mana and Niti Valley in Garhwal received the most 
intense public acclaim. Their performance centred on the trans-Himalayan trade, 
particularly on the relationship with Tibetan business partners (mitra). Under 
British rule the Bhotiyas had popularized the half-truth that the Tibetans regard 
commensal relations as a necessary requirement for commerce, and that Hindu 
traders had therefore to disregard Hindu rules about touch pollution and beef 
eating (Srivastava 1966). Besides reasons of logistical feasibility and language 
competence, this kept potential Paharicompetitors even more effectively away, 
thus strengthening the traders’ monopoly. Nevertheless, the ethnonym ‘Bhotiya’ 
still carries these stereotypic and negative connotations, and is therefore ‘not 
liked by the various communities to whom it is applied’ (Tolia 2010: 50). The 
dance group reinscribed and reorganized the apparent tension transmitted by the 
tribal etiquette in various scenes that were elucidated by the following sequences 
spoken in Hindi:

Finally the long waiting has come to an end. The day of our reunion 
across the border of two countries is looming. Two cultures will come 
together and two friends will share their feelings. But what kind of 
meeting is this? Though it is a commercial activity, the whole affair 
is less about the exchange of commodities than about the exchange of 
feelings. The Tibetan trade is all about this! The Tibetan trade is all 
about this!
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Listen friends, next year we will meet you again!’ With this promise 
our traders come back. They face the strong winds and the dust on the 
way to the Niti-Mana Valley, on the way to the Niti-Mana Valley. When 
the traders return to their village safely, they spread happiness and 
joy among the people. Men and women, young and elderly, everyone 
becomes excited. They are all wondering what the traders might have 
brought for them: is it a headdress, an anklet, or some necklace? 

The constant blowing of the wind, the twittering of birds, the sound of 
the rivers and the roaring of fountain-like waterfalls, it seems that all 
creation has come to a halt. We have noticed that time is not in favour 
of our fortune, of our prosperity and our trading activities. Commerce 
stopped and our economy is tumbling. What will happen to the next 
generation? What will happen now? What will happen now? Think about 
it, friends! What will happen now? What will happen now?

Though a border limits our culture, we are still willing to exchange 
feelings. Friends, the desire to meet you is still alive in our hearts! Yet 
we know that the Tibetan trade has been engraved on the pages of history 
like a bygone event.

But there is hope that on these pages of history our trade and our 
emotional exchange only pause for breath. These former events might 
rise, when the course of history changes side again. Please forgive 
us, friends, that for the moment we are unable to keep our promise of 
meeting you. We are unable to keep this promise; we are unable to keep 
it; we are unable to keep it! 

In the literature, the meeting of the trade partners has been interpreted in 
accord with the rejected stereotype: as a sharing of each other’s religious 
practices (Prasad 1989: 57). However, rather than emphasizing religious 
sentiments, the actors appropriated a scale of exclusion, a closed border that 
makes it impossible to keep a culturally substantial and economically signifi cant 
promise, in order to foreground a tribal identity as being intimately linked to the 
bygone days of trade as well as to some traditional faculties that legitimize 
control over the most lucrative movements and activities in the high mountain 
border region. Present constellations are in fact likely to be constructed and 
reconstructed along such powerful images of the past. This is indicated, for 
example, in the context of the state-regulated use of biotic resources. Especially 
the Johari around Munsiari have shown great skills in balancing regional politics 
in their favour. Ever since large tracts of the forest and grassland areas utilized by 
the Bhotiyas were turned into community-based resource regulating units (van 
panchayats) during the late 1960s and 1970s, they made their voice heard better 
than those of other tribal as well as non-tribal competitors within the participatory 
framework established by government authorities.

These legal instruments are also relevant with regard to the use of medicinal 
and aromatic plants, which have received growing attention over the last years, 
leading to a signifi cant increase of commercialized extraction and legal farming. 
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Besides Aconitum heterophyllum (atis) and Picrorhiza kurroa (kutki), which are 
collected between August and November, especially Cordyceps sinensis (kida), a 
fungus that grows on a caterpillar larva, is of particular interest. This species is 
extensively gathered from May to July and then sold at wildly fl uctuating rates 
ranging from Indian Rupees (INR) 200,000 to 700,000 (approx. USD 3,200 to 
15,000) per kilogramto middlemen in the markets of Munsiari and Dharchula, 
with an estimated yearly trade volume of 150–250 kg in the former and 250–350 
kg in the latter location. The collection of this lucrative item widely contributes 
to household income, ranging from INR 15,000 (approx. USD 335) to far more 
than INR 50,000 (approx. USD 1,125) per annum.

While the cultivation of medicinal plants, especially Allium stracheyi (jambu) 
and Carum carvi (thoya) is strongly supported by the Uttarakhand Government, 
regulating the extraction of C. sinensis proved rather diffi cult. Particularly in 
Dharchula, the reliance on unregulated market channels created major legal 
problems for local collectors and external buyers alike. Only in September 2010 
did the Uttarakhand Government, under pressure from local political leaders, 
offi cially authorize the van panchayats to intervene in this crucial matter (GoU 
2010). At the same time, the Bhotiya community launched local campaigns for 
including the lucrative fungus in the list of offi cially approved Indo-Tibetan trade 
items through the Lipu Lekh pass.

During the period in which C. sinensis is harvested, the population in the 
upper valleys increases by approximately one-third. This ‘gold rush’ has resulted 
in new patterns, where people join the summer settlements for only a few weeks 
or months. Yet the resulting temporary alliances partially compensate for the 
labour shortage during periods of planting, harvesting and wool shearing. Even 
though only 15–35 per cent of the available cropland is currently cultivated in the 
Darma villages, more than 80 per cent of the migrating households invest in 
agriculture. The main seasonal crops are different varieties of buckwheat 
(Fagopyrum esculentum and F. tataricum), barley and potato, as well as legumes, 
which are all mostly cultivated for subsistence.

While heavily reduced in number, sheep and goat rearing is still the largest and 
most profi table component of animal husbandry. At present, local villagers own 
approximately 4,000–4,500 animals. People often merge their fl ocks until a 
suitable size (from 250–450) is reached, and this toli (herd of sheep and goats) is 
then looked after by a shepherd who is hired on contract. Some of these shepherds 
also bring their own animals to the upper pastures of the valley. During the winter 
months, wool processing is still a primary occupation, even though the household 
economy is often sustained through income generated by (non-migrating) 
members working outside the agrarian sector. While the traditional woolen 
industries attracted little attention from external actors (Prasad 1989: 118–22), 
these activities also gain some new support by a number of non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) operating around Munsiari and Dharchula.
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Ritualized Movements: Reconsidering Seasonal Mobility

This re-evaluation of seasonal mobility in terms of livelihood opportunities is also 
refl ected in a revival of mobility-related ritual practices. Currently, the main rituals 
of the upper Darma Valley show how even urban-dwelling community members 
still associate themselves with a mobile lifestyle. During these rituals certain trees 
are carried from a lower forest to people’s villages of residence over distances of 
up to 15 km. The trees, either conifers (e.g. Abies spectabilis) or birches (Betula 
jacquemontii), are installed as prayer-fl ag poles that are locally known as alam. 
While they grace every house as well as all major places of worship, the two most 
noticeable ones are always located at the main village temple. 

These huge poles are fi rst installed before sowing, in May, for the god Gabla 
Sai, who is regarded as the divine ruler and protector of the Darma Valley. In 
June they are exchanged – at regular intervals, currently of four to twelve years 
– as part of a ceremony for Syang Sai, a deity worshipped in all three valleys of 
the Rang. After a last spectacle has taken place at the time of harvest in mid-
September, when a ritual for Su-Ringding, the god of the land, is performed, the 
trees are fi nally removed and stored on the temple’s roof for the coming year. In 
what follows we selectively describe and analyse only the second ritual, namely 
the alam exchange in Syang Sai’s name.

‘Syang’ means ‘great’ or ‘major’ and ‘Sai’ means ‘God’. Accordingly, Syang 
Sai is often depicted as Mahadev, or more particularly as the Hindu god Shiva. 
Planning for the major ritual event of exchanging his alams starts early and under 
the guidance of committees established particularly for such purposes. All village 
members are expected to participate, especially those who reside elsewhere in 
India or abroad, since this is one of the very rare occasions for getting together in 
one’s ‘native’ village. The number of attendees even in a small village like Son, 
presently with eleven migrating families, easily exceeds 250 people.

When the ritual was observed in that village in June 2009,9 the main event 
began in the early morning, when the ritual specialist cut a young fi r. He tied a 
white piece of cloth (daja) to the tree and sprinkled some grains of rice on it. 
Through this common practice (daja chimo) the fi r was transformed into a ritual 
object classifi ed as dhukshing (Photo 1). After a sheep was sacrifi ced within the 
temple, and in the presence of all male village members, people of both sexes 
slowly gathered in front of Syang Sai’s alams. Eventually they began to dance in 
a long row towards the lower entrance of Son. This style of dancing (choliya) is 
common on many occasions that require an orchestrated movement away from or 
towards the village centre, especially for the reception and farewell of important 
village guests or relatives. Led by the ritual specialist carrying his dhukshing, and 
accompanied by a small group of low-caste musicians, the alternating male and 
female dancers only halted after they had reached the main footpath of the valley 
below Son proper. From there the male participants proceeded alone towards the 
next lower village, Baling, where they again lined up to dance proudly past its 
residents.



Politics of Scale in a High Mountain Border Region

VOLUME 15   ISSUE 2  NOMADIC PEOPLES  (2011)    119

The fi nal destination was a nearby forest patch with particularly large fi rs. 
Although the area forms part of Baling, some of the upper villages hold usufructs 
– obtained through kinship relations – to extract the forest resources required for 
these ceremonies. Before the villagers proceeded into the forest to pick out 
suitable trees, the ritual specialist exchanged his small fi r (dhukshing) on the 
fringe. For that purpose he cut a tree of similar size, fi xed a small piece of white 
cloth (daja) on it and put the old one aside as to remain clearly visible for any 
passer-by on the wayside. Within a short time, people then cut down two 
towering trees, which they thoroughly stripped of bark except for their fruit 
bearing crowns. Especially since only two persons are permitted to shoulder them 
at the same time, the homeward journey was by far the most demanding part of 
the whole ceremony. While earlier ritual movements had been publicly displayed 
as an elegant dance, they now turned into a parade of physical bodily strength. 
Only by relieving each other every few minutes were they able to navigate their 
heavy loads safely on diffi cult terrain.

When the party was about to pass Baling, the residents of that village 
welcomed them warmly, applied auspicious marks to people’s foreheads and 
served a quick meal along with liquor to their guests, who individually 
reciprocated with small amounts of money.10 This mode of exchange (chyaitan) 

Photo 1. Ritual specialist carrying the dhukshing
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happens in every village that has to be crossed along with the alams. When they 
fi nally reached the lower entrance of Son, their arrival was celebrated even more 
joyously than before, as male and female villagers danced together again, behind 
the alams, towards the main temple. Having reached it, the women grouped 
themselves in a half circle (Photo 2). While their male counterparts fi rst removed 
the old (alam kenya) and then installed the new alams (alam chumo), they 
continuously spread rice and circulated white pieces of cloth with their hands. 
Both gestures are supposed to encourage the god accepting and occupying his 
new seat. The exchange (alam sammo) was complete when the ritual specialist 
put his small fi r (dhukshing) in Syang Sai’s shrine and purifi ed the temple’s roof 
with spring water and cow urine (Photo 3). On the following day a meal was 
sponsored at the temple to which relatives from all over the valley were invited.

The performance describes a ritualized movement that is clustered around 
biotic resources of scarce distribution in higher altitudes: massive tree trunks. 
Radcliffe-Brown (1922) once famously suggested that the prominence of such 
‘natural’ objects in rituals refl ect their functional-technical importance for a 
society, including their particular value as a resource. Such values bind the 
individual members of a society, and rituals facilitate the communication and 
conservation of corresponding interests in a standardized symbolic form. Such an 

Photo 2. Women during the ceremony
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interpretation seems at fi rst glance to be appropriate here because fi rs are widely 
required as construction materials and the pressure on forest resources was more 
intense in earlier times. Besides densely populated villages, a respectable number 
of Tibetan nomads also interfered (Lamb 1989: 362–86). In the uppermost part 
of the Darma Valley descendants of these nomads still own the land where a 
major camp was formerly located. Although nowadays settled elsewhere in India, 
they regularly come back to their ancestral place and organize similar events that 
form part of the alam system.11

However, for the ongoing signifi cance and attractiveness of the alam exchange 
as the major communal village event, there are other reasons as well. People 
themselves lay emphasis on the distinct experience of performing the ritual, 
particularly of carrying the heavy trees over a respectable distance. This 
kinesthetic dimension involves a kind of ‘muscular consciousness’ (Ingold 2011: 
47) that becomes manifest with the installed alams and propagates masculine 
strength and potency among a (re-)united village community. It allows even the 
participating urban dwellers to identify with the hardship of pastoral life, which 
is generally perceived as a crucial ingredient of one’s cultural identity. However, 
this positive attitude goes hand in hand with rather sceptical assessments. As a 
non-migrating informant from village Sipu put it: ‘The alams should not be 

Photo 3. The installed alams
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exchanged every year. This wouldn’t be good from an environmental point of 
view (paryavaran ki drishti) … Moreover, in one village at least fi fty green trees 
are being cut for worshipping the family gods. If it continues that way, we will 
be most responsible for a spoiled environment.’

While Agrawal’s (2005a) notion of ‘environmentality’ foregrounds the 
techniques that shape people’s awareness for the conditions of the forests they 
use, his approach leaves rather unspecifi ed the forms of regulation that are 
practised without state recognition, such as the alam system. Until now, the forest 
councils as well as other legal institutions in the Darma Valley are not detached 
from but rather entwined with this pre-existing mode of communal forestry. The 
ritualized movements not only prompt people to think about and monitor 
important resource deposits but also enable them to experience a sense of 
political belonging. Powerful deities who control a mosaic of spatial units, 
ranging from the household to the entire Rang territory, mediate this experience. 
As such, the alam system is as much related to struggles over resources as to the 
formation of identities. Both are negotiated when travelling along the routes of a 
contested geographical area.

Concluding Remarks

In this article we aimed to expose the character of pastoral mobility in a high 
mountain border region. Classic approaches on the topic either highlighted the 
processes of adaptation to external infl uences or emphasized the ideological 
currents that sanction certain livelihood patterns from the inside. However, the 
movements of pastoral groups as well as the meanings and experiences attributed 
to the fact of pastoral mobility are not fi xed, but subject to dynamic negotiations. 
These negotiations are occasioned as much by the efforts of state actors as by the 
strategies of people on the ground. The case of the Bhotiyas illustrates how a high 
level of mobility was convincingly emphasized and lastingly transformed into a 
claim on special statutory safeguards. Even though many families became settled 
or assumed occupations outside the agrarian sector, seasonal migration has not 
yet lost its signifi cance. It rather continues to be reshaped in a politics that is 
informed by new politico-economic opportunities and socio-cultural aspirations 
across scales.
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Notes

 1. This study is based upon various phases of fi eld research that have been conducted 
individually as well as jointly by the authors from 2007 onwards. The duration of fi eld 
trips ranged between 4 weeks and 15 months. The interdisciplinary data assessment 
for the present paper included participant observation, semi-structured interviews 
with local informants and government authorities, a questionnaire survey, as well as 
translations and analyses of recorded audio and visual materials. Historical sources 
were surveyed in the regional archives of Uttarakhand and in the Uttar Pradesh State 
Archive, as well as in the in the Asia and Africa Department of the British Library.

 2. We are aware of the set of problems related to the term ‘Bhotiya’ (Nawa 2000), but 
nevertheless will retain it for making general statements, not least because it is the 
offi cial designation and a regional term of reference.

 3. Pahari literally means ‘of or belonging to the mountains’ and commonly refers to the 
major Hindu hill populations in Nepal and India. These people speak Indo-European 
languages that are also classifi ed by this term.

 4. The British even recruited a small number of people, mainly from Milam in the upper 
Gori Valley, who were sent across the Tibetan border to secretly conduct route surveys 
and collect information on various non-cartographic issues (Waller 1999).

 5. Rajwar was the offi cial title of the ruling powers in the Askot principality near 
Dharchula. They are considered as descendants of the medieval Katyuri kings of 
Kumaon, though their feudality became tributary to the Chand kingdom.

 6. Sixteen annas equal one Indian Rupee.
 7. Currently approximately 40 trade permits are issued per year. The main exported 

goods are agricultural products, hardware and cosmetics, whereas wool, animals, 
garments and electrical items are imported. 

 8. The long struggle for independence exhibits continuities with the forest rebellion of 
the 1920s and with the Chipko movement in the 1970s and 1980s (Linkenbach 2007). 

 9. Christoph Bergmann documented the performance.
10. See Sax (1991: 42) for similar ritual markings (pithaim) among the Pahari. In this case, 

however, the hosts give food and money to their ritual guests.
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11. The British referred to this settlement of the ‘Darma Khampas’ as ‘Khimling’. The 
presence of such prayer-fl ag poles was even reported in the major trade marts of 
Western Tibet (Sherring 1906: 86–87).
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