


IRGS Policy Paper Series

R E C O G N I Z I N G  H I M A L AYA N  R U R A L I T Y
Implications of Multi-local Households and Non-resident 

Communities for the Policy Ecosystem

Sudha Vasan
Professor, Department of Sociology, Delhi School of Economics,  

New Delhi

November 2021

Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung India
and

Department of International Relations and Governance Studies
School of Humanities and Social Sciences

Shiv Nadar University
Delhi NCR

c ABOUT THE SERIES EDITORS C

Kaveri Gill, PhD is currently head of The Dalai Lama Institute for Higher Education in Bengaluru, 
Karnataka on lien from the Department of International Relations and Governance Studies at  
Shiv Nadar University, Delhi NCR, where she is an Associate Professor.

Jabin T. Jacob, PhD is Associate Professor at the Department of International Relations and Governance 
Studies at the Shiv Nadar University, Delhi NCR.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Himalayan Studies Workshop organized on 28 November 
2020 by the Department of International Relations and Governance Studies, School of Humanities and Social 
Sciences, Shiv Nadar University (IRGS) with support from the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, India (KAS).

Disclaimer: Opinions and recommendations in this policy paper are exclusively those of the author and do 
not necessarily reflect those of any other individual or institution, including IRGS and KAS.

 

First published in November 2021
By The Department of International Relations and Governance Studies, Shiv Nadar University (IRGS),
Delhi National Capital Region, website: https://irgs.snu.edu.in
in partnership with India office of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS), New Delhi,
website: https://www.kas.de/en/web/indien

© Shiv Nadar University, Delhi National Capital Region and Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, New Delhi.

https://irgs.snu.edu.in


I Introduction
The village in the Himalayas is no longer what it was 
even in the 1990s.   Macro-economic and regional 
changes have fundamentally transformed the nature of 
the village, the household and the community. These 
are units that are routinely used for management 
and delivery of development, and among other 
things, in policies that seek to address the challenge 
of climate change. This paper illuminates the nature 
of transformation in the household, community and 
village in the Kullu district of Himachal Pradesh, and 
recommends the need to redefine these units in the 
Himalayan policy ecosystem.
 A responsive policy ecosystem is designed to 
recognize large scale social transformations.   For 
instance, migration, urbanization and climate change 
are recognized in Himachal Pradesh at the policy 
level, engendering shifts in development and natural 
resource management policies. Himachal Pradesh is 
one of the first states in India to draft a State-level 
Policy for Climate Change in 2008, which recognizes 
these changes and presents a policy to address 
them. The significance of state partnership with village 
communities has been recognized for many decades 
and explicitly stated in several policies including the 

latest ones on climate change. Himachal Pradesh is 
also a forerunner in pursuing carbon neutrality and 
earning carbon credits for India. These are some of the 
many efforts that recognize and respond to regional 
and global changes.
 However, policy has remained impervious to 
the implications of these regional and global changes 
for the basic units of development management and 
delivery.  Ground level changes accumulate over time; 
being cumulative and intersectional, they are often 
site-specific and invisible to policy vision. Centralized 
policy can efficiently learn from large scale quantitative 
research that provides universal indicators.  It is less 
able to respond to qualitative changes that are revealed 
with micro-methodologies. The latter, however, are 
crucial in allowing policy to respond to diverse needs 
of local people, and necessary, this paper contends, 
for redefining the basic units of development policies 
and programmes.
 The household and community have long 
been the basic units of development, with little 
change since their inception. However, these units 
have changed in many site-specific ways.   Different 
forms of migration have differential impacts on these 
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units.   For instance, seasonal migration—unlike its 
permanent counterpart—introduces wide variations 
in resource/ energy use over the annual cycle.  Some 
forms of migration, such as educational migration, 
are often culturally not recognized as migration; the 
migrant individual remains an integral part of the 
household and is identified as a resident in surveys. 
Such an individual may be intensively involved in 
household or community decision making and affect 
resource consumption at multiple locations.  The 
household as a socio-economic unit may not imply 
it is a co-residential unit.   In a region with seasonal 
migration, both in and out migration, the household 
that is identified for census purposes may not be the 
appropriate unit to understand local resource use.   
In a similar vein, the community—as understood 
in community-based development projects of the 
1990s—may no longer exist.   Apart from mobility, 
changes in household economies, caste relations and 
labour requirements have transformed communities 
of practice within the village.  Depending on how the 
community is defined, it may include non-resident 
members or fail to include most people residing at 
any location who may be migrants. 
 Assessing development needs and modes 
of delivery based on inappropriate identification 
of fundamental units is an obvious path to their 
failure. This also contributes to inappropriate 
resource distribution and people’s disenchantment 
with policies that do not reflect their needs. This 
research suggests the need for a course correction 
in development and climate change policies in the 
Himalayan region based on intensive studies of site-
specific transformation. Ground-level changes are 
harder to incorporate in centralized policies. Hence 
the course correction suggested will necessarily invite 
decentralization and deep democratization, allowing 
appropriate adjustments at the local level. 

II The Study
This paper draws from an intensive study of a single 
village, Manoga, in the Kullu district of Himachal 
Pradesh.  In my long-term research, I follow 4 village 
clusters in this district since 1992, two of them located 

close to an urbanizing tourist hub, and two that were 
particularly remote to access in 1992. Ethnographic 
research and household surveys were conducted at 
two points twenty years apart in each cluster; contact 
was also maintained with key respondents over the 
two decades. While the tendency of transformation 
was similar across the four villages, there are 
differences in the factors that engendered this change.  
Two of the villages were affected by hydel projects; 
one of these,with peri-urban location and diversified 
livelihoods, fared better in terms of household 
economic change compared to the other, which was 
more remotely located and agriculture-dependent. 
A third remained distant from most development 
changes in the state, such as commercial agriculture, 
horticulture, hydel projects and tourism.  The fourth 
village, Manoga, which is the focus of this paper, is 
located within a ten-kilometre radius of Manali and 
was transformed by its peri-urban location and the 
growth of tourism in Manali.   As Manali grew as a 
tourist town in this period, Manoga accommodated 
workers from other districts of the state and country 
who came to work in the seasonal tourist economy.   
Direct employment in tourism was meagre in this 
village. However, villagers with small capital or access 
to loans invested in transport vehicles and small 
shops or hotels, apart from constructing rental units.  
Household surveys conducted in Manoga in 1997 and 
2013 are used in this paper along with ethnographic 
insights.  Intensive methodologies, such as long-term 
ethnographies of a few villages, enable the recognition 
of the qualitatively substantial changes that may not 
always show up in the faster and more representative 
quantitative data.
 The survey in Manoga included all households, 
which numbered 73 in 1997 and 153 in 2013.   All 
data, including income data, is self-reported by 
respondents, and thus has all the biases that are 
inherent in such surveys. However, the numbers are 
used only comparatively and not in absolute terms. The 
surveys were conducted during a long-term residence 
in the village, with the assistance of a local resident 
improving their reliability. Observational assessments 
supplemented self-reporting on matters such as crops 
cultivated, and the quantity of fuelwood stored.
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III Findings
Manoga is a typical peri-urban mountain village,  
where changes that have occurred in the last three 
decades are intimately tied to the urban centre 
of Manali.   Tourism and urbanization expanded 
considerably in the Kullu valley during this period, 
and these changes are reflected in the transformation 
of Manoga. As with many villages in this region, 
houses in Manoga are spread out on the gradient from 
the river Beas to the mountain peaks.  The road along 
the left bank of the Beas river passes through the lower 
end of the village.  It had sparse and sporadic vehicular 
traffic, mainly public buses, in 1992.  By 2013, this 
became a busy road with substantial increase in both 
public and private transport vehicles.   A footpath 
that connected most of the village in 1992 was also 
paved in the intervening years, allowing vehicular 
access to many more houses in this village by 2013.  
Protected forests of deodar (cedar), and pine stretched 
from the top edge of the village to the peaks of the 
mountain that were snow-bound in winter.   The 
habitation pattern was scattered, with agricultural 
fields interspersed among clusters of houses.   Apple 
orchards were already replacing other forms of 
cultivation in 1992 and were the predominant source 
of income in 2013.  Apple orchards also consistently 

eroded the forest border at the higher edge of the 
village during this period.
 The number of households in Manoga increased 
at a faster rate than its population, reducing the 
household size and increasing the number of houses.  
Increased residential construction was supported 
by an eight-fold increase in annual income for the 
average household in absolute terms, not accounting 
for inflation.   The education of children and youth 
is a major household investment in Manoga.  While 
the number of children had reduced, all of them were 
enrolled in educational institutions.   Educational 
aspiration was significantly linked to the non-local 
residence of youth supported by the household.   
Almost half the households had at least one member 
who lived outside the district for education or 
occupation.  Regarding employment, 20 per cent of 
the households had one member in a government job, 
while another 10 per cent had at least one member 
with a private sector job.   While the jobs were at 
various levels from bank clerks to factory workers, all 
of them were posted outside the district at the time 
of the second survey.   In addition, when children 
migrated for education, whenever possible, an adult 
member of the family, often the mother, accompanied 
them to provide support services. In many of these 
cases, the migrant members of the household lived 
outside the village for most of the year and for many 
years.  However, they considered and were considered 
as residents of this village and were an integral part of 
the household economic and decision-making unit.   
One fifth of the households owned a motor vehicle, 
and most vehicles were productive assets rather than 
used primarily for personal mobility.

Figure 2: Age of houses

Figure 1: Site location
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 A remarkable change was the diversification in 
household income sources.  By 2013, 80 per cent of the 
households had more than one income source. While 
agricultural income almost entirely coming from 
apples was the main contributor to household incomes 
in this village, the proportion of non-agrarian incomes 
increased despite the horticultural boom. A third of 
the households (33 per cent) owned or managed a 
shop mainly selling products to tourists. 16 per cent 
of households earned seasonal income from selling 
knitting and weaving products.   While weaving is a 
traditional activity, earlier households were producing 
articles such as “pattus” (traditional outfits) for self 
consumption.   In 2013, knitting of caps and socks 
was the most common activity, with only a couple 
of households producing shawls for the market. Nine 
households owned small and new hotels, although 
many more found seasonal or sporadic short-term 
employment in these establishments. The big shift in 
household income came from rental income, which is 
a new source in Manoga that did not exist in 1997.  
While a few households tap tourism income through 
hotels and shops along the roadside, the larger impact 
of proximity to Manali in this village is from rental 
income. While 24 households self-reported renting 
out accommodation, a total of 75 rental units were 
identified in this village in 2013.  These rental spaces 
accommodated the large influx of workers who come 
to work in Manali in the tourist season.  The resident 
population of the village thus fluctuates significantly 
across seasons and is diverse in regional and cultural 
composition. The seasonally fluctuating resource 
requirements of this village have serious implications 
for natural resource management. 

Figure 3: Diversification of Income sources

Figure 4: Demographic changes

 Energy demand fluctuates seasonally. While the 
summer sees high demand for cooking fuels due to a 
larger number of residents, the winter brings high 
demand for heating fuel although overall population 
numbers go down.  An energy policy that focuses on 
cooking fuel often neglects this seasonal variation.   
Simple models of energy transition also fail to capture 
the diverse energy requirements in this mountainous 
region.  The vast majority of households (89 per cent) 
had an LPG cylinder and stove in 2013, a steep rise 
from 42 per cent in 1997.  However, the cylinders were 
used for cooking primarily in the summer months. 
Winter consumption of LPG cylinders was about 
half (46 per cent) the summer consumption. Almost 
all houses were electrified and used some electric 
equipment for both heating and cooking, although 
this was minor compared to LPG and fuelwood.  Only 
one fourth (24 per cent) of households used wood 
as fuel in summer months; however, all households 
relied on wood for heat in winter, and consequently 
cooking was also carried out with fuelwood. At least 
81 per cent of households relied on local forests as the 
source of this fuel.   This challenges assumptions in 
energy policies that model clear transitions to clean 
fuels.   The expansion of LPG does not necessarily 
result in transition from fuelwood. It replaces a small 
summer cooking fuel demand and fuel wood remains 
a main heating and cooking fuel in winters in cold 
mountainous regions.
 Caste remains a major social division in 
Manoga, although it does not manifest in obvious 
overt violence.   With the absence of landlessness 
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and presence of a conflict averse culture, Himachal 
Pradesh has seen low levels of caste related violence 
compared to many other north Indian states. 
However, the normalization of untouchability and 
casteism continues to thrive without drawing much 
attention. Clusters of houses in the village are usually 
composed of extended kin and are caste homogenous.   
The major caste segregation in this region is between 
those identifying as Rajputs and a set of erstwhile 
artisan castes classified as Scheduled Castes (SC).   
Practices such as untouchability, separate restricted 
water sources, separate dining and restrictions on 
temple entry that have been outlawed in India 
are ubiquitous and normalized across Himachal 
Pradesh.  A welcome change in Manoga is higher dalit 
consciousness and discourses that reject such casteist 
practices. However, overt resistance is still rare in the 
absence of a social movement.  SCs (56 per cent) are 
the majority in Manoga and Rajputs form 37 per cent 
of the households. Other castes are in small numbers: 
Pandits 1per cent and other backward castes (OBC) 
and others stand at 3 per cent each.  
 Caste correlates with wealth and income. The self-
reported average annual income of Rajput households 
was double that of SC households.  The average land 
holding of Rajput households was four times the land 
held by SC households, even without accounting 
for the quality of land.   A distinct difference in the 
quality of land in terms of slope, natural drainage and 
irrigation, access, and presence of rocks and boulders 
is visible in Manoga, with Rajputs households—with 
some exceptions—holding prime land in terms of 

location and productivity. The average number of 
apple trees claimed by SC households was also less 
than one fourth of that owned by Rajput households.  
The caste gap in non-agrarian income, including 
wage labour, petty business, rental income, taxis and 
salaried employment was smaller; Rajput households 
still reported 1.5 times the average annual income of 
SC households.
 The community in Manoga revolves around the 
institution of the devta, and the well-developed devta 
institution demands periodic membership reassertion.  
The dev samaj is a closed community with strict gate 
keeping that has remained strong by changing and 
adapting with the times. The institution maintains 
a record of members and their inter-generational 
contributions and levies monetary and social fines 
on membership transgressions.  This record, which is 
only semi-public, maintains and reproduces the strict 
insider/outside distinctions in the community; it 
serves as an effective parallel community recognition 
to the democratically constituted gram panchayat. 
It has effectively adapted to the changes discussed in 
this paper. For instance, membership requirements 
have shifted from physical presence, obeisance and 
contribution of labour by members to the devta, 
to monetary and hired labour contributions that 
can be managed by non-resident and partially 
resident members. Migrants, including long term 
settlers from other parts of Himachal Pradesh, are 
not included in this community as full members. 
This disjuncture—between the resident population, 
which forms a community of shared experience and 
practice, and the traditional community—is relevant 
for development and natural resource governance.   
The diverse resident population of the village depends 
on, directly consumes and manages local resources, 
while it may not be involved in decision-making on 
the same. 

IV Recommendations and 
Conclusions
The findings of this study recommend a reorientation 
of development policy in response to changing society.  
They are not, in this sense, addressed to a specific 

Figure 5: Average annual income
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policy, but recommend redefinition of fundamental 
units of management and delivery of development.
 The mobility of people, materials and ideas is 
a primary characteristic of the Himalayan region.   
While migration has attracted specific and special 
policy attention, the forms of migration and their 
implications for basic social institutions need attention 
as they affect many state policies.  For instance, while 
departments, policies and research to an extent exist 
in silos of rural and urban, the rural-urban dichotomy 
is neither clear nor productive in practice. There 
is a metabolic relation between urban and rural, 
with flows of people, energy and other resources.   
Cultural distinctions between rural and urban have 
disappeared.   While concepts of urbanization and 
rural outmigration capture some important aspects of 
demographic and social changes in this region, they 
fail to characterize the changes in social organization.  
Recognition of this in state policies would allow 
better targeting and delivery of development.   
Integrated policies that avoid a bounded rural/urban 
imagination are essential in mountain regions.   A 
region or river valley is a more appropriate unit for 
development and natural resource management as 
peoples and resources are in flow.
 The assessment of development, energy needs 
and natural resource consumption must recognize 
cultural specificity and lived reality to be relevant 
and be able to deal with challenges, such as climate 
change.  This requires policy to be attentive to micro-
methodologies and qualitative research, and the 
policy making process itself to be more decentralized.
 The black-box “community”needs policy-
specific and site-specific disaggregation.  Research in 
earlier decades has already shown that communities 
are not homogenous entities, with equitable 
power distribution.   This study shows that within 
a single site and population, multiple formations 
of “community”are prevalent and possible:   a 
gram panchayat, a community recognized by state 
administrative mechanisms based on recorded 
residence, one based on earlier continuing or extant 
policies, a culturally recognized community such 
as that formed around a devta, a community based 
on kin relations and caste and so on.   Some, such 

as the gram panchayat, are more democratically 
constituted by legislation, but often, as in Manoga, 
less democratic cultural communities may still exert 
de facto control. This study adds to this complexity 
of community by showing that the community of 
practice—i.e. the face-to-face interacting community 
that uses and manages local resources—may 
differ substantially from even the democratically 
formed and formally recognized gram panchayat, 
whose members may only nominally reside in the  
village. 
 Finally, state policies must necessarily look 
beyond their own state residents if they want to 
deal with challenges such as climate change.   Given 
the scale of migration in the Himalayan region, 
development policies and climate change mitigation 
measures cannot succeed without accounting for 
all demands on the mountain environment.   States 
such as Himachal Pradesh need to urgently address 
migrants’ needs for housing, water, sanitation and 
energy even in their own interests.  Increasingly, the 
management of natural resources also need to include 
migrants, as their labour sustains local agriculture and 
development.
 This study shows the substantial qualitative 
transformation in a Himalayan village in the last 
three decades.   The new Himalayan household is 
multilocal, including members who reside, draw 
resources from and bring back resources from many 
other locations.  Resident and non-resident members 
have increased levels of connectivity, complicating 
distinctions between the local/non-local and rural/
urban. This pervasive mobility of people, resources 
and information creates a new rurality rather than 
urbanization. Rurality is an apt description for this 
transformation, as it underlines the significance 
of communities of identity, where the village as an  
identity continues to tie people together as a 
community even in the absence of bounded spatial 
cohabitation.  Earlier assumptions about face-to-face 
communities that are functionally integrated are no 
longer characteristic of these villages. Conversely the 
alienation, atomization or dissolution of community 
in favour of associations that is anticipated with 
urbanization is remarkable in its absence. While 
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the urban is an economic magnet increasingly 
drawing rural residents, the rural is strengthened by 
this process. The village community is reimagined 
and realigned with new structural necessities, 
and reasserted. The multilocal household relies 
substantially on migrant residents creating new 

and multiple local communities of practice. While 
this rurality provides new challenges for theories of 
social change, from a policy perspective, these results 
recommend a rethinking of fundamental units such 
as household and community in all development and 
environment related policies in the Himalayas.


