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I Introduction
A lot has changed over time in the India-Tibet 
Autonomous Region borderscape. While the ecological 
fragility of the area has only increased, the herds and 
the herders themselves have undergone large-scale 
changes. The herds of the higher Himalayan liminal 
spaces are now required to negotiate much more 
fragmented territories of what used to be a contiguous 
alpine range. However, the herders of the area should 
have garnered more administrative and academic 
attention, as well as socio-political understanding, 
since they live in an area that borders China. Not 
only does India not have a border agreement with 
its larger neighbour; China has also exhibited a 
belligerent attitude. Conversely, these borderscapes 
remained somewhat esoteric spaces. While the area 
has undergone a dramatic metamorphosis in the 
lasthalf century, from being a soft border to a hard 
border, the everyday experience of the borderland 
suggests transformation even among the borderland 
people. Space no longer has the same status or same 
values in this management; territories continue to 
index identities, but the processes of control have 
moved away from their spatial limits (Fourny 2013). 
For centuries, the Himalayan grassland ecosystem 

has supported a pastoral culture and has come under 
tremendous pressure directly or indirectly from the 
People’s Republic of China (Miller 1990). While the 
jury is still out regarding the sustainability of grazing, 
Sikkim banned grazing in most parts of the state 
almost two decades ago (Tambe & Rawat 2009). On 
the other hand, our larger neighbour continues to 
exploit the physical and non-physical spaces, which 
are being abandoned by a rapid change in grazing 
dynamics, by using these animals for their statecraft. 
Nomadism has already passed into obscurity from 
the area, while pastoralism is also on its last legs. It 
was not long ago that herders were sought after and 
perceived as skilled people with rather unmatched 
navigational skills; now even the herders themselves 
know that they are at the bottom rung of marginal 
workers. In recent times, herders who are still in 
operation have not only been grazing their animals in 
the thin air pastures but have also been moonlighting 
as occasional navigation guides on certain trails for 
reconnaissance teams of armed personnel. Moreover, 
from Kargil to Ladakh to Doklam, herders have often 
been the additional unacknowledged, unrecognized, 
patrolling eyes and ears in the region.
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 The study areas on which this paper is based 
are Kinnaur and Sikkim, from the Western and the 
Eastern Himalayas respectively. Although superficially 
quite different—Kinnaur is a district in Himachal 
Pradesh, while Sikkim is a state nestled in the Eastern 
Himalayas—there exist enough similarities between 
the two areas of study. First, their landmass is almost 
the same—Kinnaur comprises of 6,401  km², while 
Sikkim has an area of 7,096 km². The Great, Middle 
and trans-Himalayan ranges are well represented in 
both areas. Thus, both areas have nurtured distinct 
ecological and socio-political features of lives and 
livelihoods that have traditionally been associated 
with certain slope gradients. Borderland histories 
suggest there were ongoing space-relations between 
and across these areas, where herds and herders played 
pivotal roles in forging connectivity. Furthermore, 
both the areas of study have at present two out of 
the three formal conduits of cross-border exchanges. 
While the border trade between the two sides is 
reported through Nathula in Sikkim and Shipkila in 
Himachal (Kharsyntiew 2015; Lal 2015), the Nathula 
and Lipulekhla passes have been the two official 
points of pilgrims’ movements. These channels now 
have motorable links, a recent addition that replaces 
part of the older mule and yak tracks, which were 
among the more prominent trails.
 This paper draws on participant observation, and 
also on walk-talk-interviews with the graziers. It is an 
attempt to understand who the people of these spaces 
are and how diverse they have grown, in addition to 
the politico-social changes they have witnessed. For 
a nuanced understanding of a place, it is tenable and 
desirable to comprehend it as a “landscape of the 
people”, rather than simply as “people’s landscape” 
(Heijgen 2013). While the latter point of view 
considers the entire population and their dynamics 
in an area where the dominant socio-political groups 
often get the most attention, the former lens tries to 
explore the area from the perspectives of peoples and 
groups that are intricately linked to their landscape. 
In other words, the former approach considers how 
the people themselves observe, understand and assign 
meaning to the landscape they are part of. Despite 
being geographically remote from the “mainstream”, 

which on casual inquiry might appear least diverse 
and significant to some, this has been an area with 
myriad socio-political, economic and environmental 
issues. Looking from a different perspective, we may 
suggest that, apart from being remote, these parts of 
the Himalayas formed a crucial part of lived space for 
the highlanders of the Great and Trans-Himalayan 
Ranges. Understanding how people connect with the 
areas they live in can simplify border management 
efforts. Those administering nation-states are 
concerned with the security of and control over 
their border regions. They do not view these areas 
as homelands. If they were to do so, they would 
see the social, economic and ecological significance 
of these areas, which would aid in meeting vital 
security concerns and in governing the border regions 
accordingly. From wilderness to the relatively more 
frequented areas, all remained well within the social 
and mental maps of the indigenous societies in  
the area.

II From the Herder’s World
Contrary to being perceived as the mere “visual 
provocative margins”, as is usually the lens adopted 
by the “mainstream” societies and sometimes even 
the state, this paper is an attempt to comprehend 
the general disconnect with the border landscape. 
How has grazing been a fundamental aspect to 
understand the area and its space-relation? How 
have herders used and remembered trails, thereby 
understanding their physical landscape? On the one 
hand, the semi-nomadic community—the Dokpas 
of Sikkim—saw their socio-ecological spaces 
shrinking; on the other hand, more prominent 
sedentary ethnic groups of the areas, such as the 
Lachenpas and the Lachungpas, became the new 
masters of the fragile pasture lands. 
 The pastoral community of Kinnaur also saw 
changes in how their highland pastures used to be 
frequented by treading upon ridges and valleys. 
Communities across this area have seen days of rather 
regular movement to the accidental border crossings 
of recent times. The humane wilderness of the border 
scape is fast turning into absolute wildspaces where 
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the borderland dwellers are no longer as connected 
to the landscape as they used to be Communities 
seasonally moved through the wilderness to get to 
societies in the nearby ecological niche; people would 
often identify sacred sites in the wilderness. Thus, a 
part of the wilderness would get ingrained in these 
societies, thereby making the wilderness humane. 
Herders no longer frequent certain areas where they 
used to go, depending on the season. This is due to 
two factors—changes in livelihood patterns with 
time and changes in border realities and security 
concerns—which have made many areas off-limits. 
As herders no longer pass through these wildernesses, 
they have not only forgotten the trails there but also 
the rituals associated with such wild spaces have 
also waned. Thus, as the community has become 
emotionally disconnected from that area and has also 
lost its mental map of the area; that space has now 
become a wild space.
 Certain physical sites on such routes came to 
be known as holy, where the herding community 
would congregate annually to worship benevolent 
souls. Trails came to be segregated according to 
seasons, needs and governability factors. While a few 
routes going across borders were regular routes, most 
others were off-beat trails and hence less frequented. 
Although occasionally taken by only a few for discreet 
movements, these trails were nonetheless a part of the 
people’s understanding of their landscape. This was 
often done without realising that it was a practical 
way of remembering how their ancestors moved 
across and forged space-relations through different 
ecological settings. 
 While the societies’ link to their surroundings 
often serves as the cornerstone of governing an area, 
the weakening connection with the landscape in these 
parts is sign-posted by the changed nomenclatures 
of places. The name of an area is often given and 
propagated by those who frequent the area. Initially 
these are everyday names and in no time, such names 
become official names. The security forces give new 
names to areas in the borderscape since they frequently 
patrol these areas, while the communities are confined 
to progressively ever smaller areas. The traditional 
names of such places often had a geographical and 

social meaning attached; thus, the nomenclatures of 
spaces connected a place’s history to its geography. At 
present, the overarching security concerns attached 
to the area have brought new names to various sites, 
which can be viewed as a superimposition of security 
issues over its social and environmental history. In 
other words, it often leads to a disengagement with 
the historical facts of the herders’ territory. Not long 
ago, these areas used to be seasonally teeming with 
herders and their animals. However, the number of 
herders and the size of their herds have both declined 
gradually, whereas the presence of security personnel 
has increased considerably. The security concerns of 
the country lead to permanent deployments at such 
places, thereby making it impossible for herders to 
graze their animals on what used to be their former 
pastures.
 As the herders frequented alpine pastures 
seasonally across ridges, valleys and passes, they grew 
familiar with the landscape and were able to discern 
erratic weather patterns and its repercussions on their 
landscape; they were also capable of detecting the entry 
into these areas of non-locals. With time, they have 
no longer remained the same people of the landscape, 
owing to the redrawn lines of sovereignty and events 
after India’s independence and Tibet’s take-over by 
China, and also due to grazing bans and difficulties 
accessing reserved areas. They have become relatively 
mute spectators, at times somewhat stoic observers, of 
change in their delicate ecosystem. The introduction 
of alien floral and faunal species, the pollution of 
water bodies, the diversion of water from the area 
and the construction of too many concrete structures 
are only a few points to cite. While academics have 
mostly viewed grazing from the lens of scholarship 
on ecology, the commonplace perception is “It’s an 
unavoidable change in economic activity with the 
passage of time”. Little did one realise that this change 
in grazing domestic animals has left a void that is 
being exploited by our northern neighbour, which is 
discreetly increasing their activity, advancing slowly 
southward metre by metre, and in time, kilometre by 
kilometre. 
 A few villagers of Lachung in Sikkim and 
Kuno and Charang in Kinnaur district of Himachal 
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have heard sounds made by Chinese heavy earth-
movers and dumpers working very close to the 
border; shepherds from Kinnaur’s Tirung valley and 
Tashigang area both reported that while they often 
feel intimidated by Indian security agencies, they 
have also come face-to-face with the Chinese armed 
personnel while trying to graze their herds in some 
of their traditional pasture lands. These shepherds 
claimed to have been threatened by the Chinese. 
Some of the villagers in these areas report that they 
have seen the Chinese, including Chinese patrol 
parties, straying into Indian territories. It was learnt 
during the Focus Group Discussion conducted at 
Moorang and Ribba villages that there have been 
instances in Kinnaur when herders crossed over the 
border to enter the Tibet Autonomous Region during 
inclement weather as a last resort to survive. In one 
such incident from Ribba village in 2018, a shepherd 
remained untraceable for about ten days and was 
believed to have been buried in an avalanche along 
with his entire herd. However, he returned after about 
a fortnight. His coming face to face with the Tibetan 
villagers and local authorities suggest that there are 
still enough points along the borders from where one 
can get in and out without the authorities noticing, 
despite it getting transformed into hard borders 
decades ago. 
 Further, there have been reports that yaks have 
been intentionally driven in into the Indian territories 
in Sikkim and Kinnaur in Himachal Pradesh. Voices 
from the field frequently intimated that some of these 
animals have been fitted with transmitters. After 
many days of being alone with his herd, a herder once 
got the shock of his life when he spotted another 
herder’s tent near the border. When he eagerly 
approached it to strike a friendly conversation, he 
found, when he peeked in, that it was a non-herder’s 
tent and belonged to the Chinese army. These fake 
herders are believed to be the frontline men for the 
Chinese army. They sometime openly threaten the 
Indian herders spotted in the area, and, if they come 
across an Indian security forces patrol, they try to pass 
off as herders minding their own business. Thus, the 
Chinese have used herding in certain pockets along 
the Himalayan borderscape to garner a geostrategic 

toehold. This has been a very effective part of Chinese 
salami-slicing tactics. 

III Observations and 
Recommendations
If one attempts to understand the issues concerning 
the area, it underscores the significance of undertaking 
more nuanced rangeland studies. These studies 
should feature animal geography, religious studies, 
geostrategic planning and defence studies, cutting 
across and concerning the ministries of defence, 
home affairs and the environment. However, from a 
governance point of view, it is empirically the case 
that if a particular area or issue requires attention from 
multiple official agencies, a lack of synergy between 
the agencies often makes the exercise bothersome 
and bureaucratic. The area under discussion is no 
exception. Therefore, although the relatively newer 
Department of Border Management under the 
Home Ministry is a welcome initiative, it requires 
vibrant linkages with the Ministry of Defence as well 
as the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate 
Change. In due course of time, the Department may 
be expanded as a full-fledged Ministry of Borderlands 
rather than remaining a mere department of Border 
Management. The issues concerning the area are 
much greater than simply being a security challenge 
for the country. The border areas must be viewed and 
governed not simply as borders but also as homelands, 
in letter and spirit, which encompasses issues that 
surpass the limited concerns of the traditional security 
lens. Hence, a dedicated standalone Ministry of 
Borderland Management should be managing issues 
in the area. As the area presents a diverse range of 
geo-political, social and ecological issues, a ministry 
precisely carved out to manage issues of the region 
would perhaps be better equipped to coordinate 
across various departments and ministries to address 
these issues. 
 Declaring a forward area as sensitive and 
reserving it as a zone for armed personnel is not 
sufficient when one is forced to negotiate aggressive 
Chinese salami-slicing tactics. From Ladakh to 
Arunachal Pradesh, every now and then, there is 
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news of Chinese offensives, be it building bridges 
inside Indian territories and suddenly settling a new 
village inhabited by retired armed personnel of the 
People’s Republic of China or, simply infiltrating 
frequently for patrolling, to even constructing their 
defence structures along the borders. Thus, it is 
tenable to involve the inhabitants of borderlands 
in borderland governance beyond mere symbolism. 
Borderlanders1 have the social tools to map swathes of 
wilderness areas along borders. Hence,they should be 
encouraged to observe their religious rituals of getting 
to a cave, local peaks, pastures or alpine glaciers lying 
in forward areas should be encouraged with more 
regularity and fervour. As the communities along the 
Himalayan borders have often been trans-national in 
their spread, many such communities’ traditions keep 
the trails on which their ancestors frequented intact 
by getting to places in the “wilderness” to perform 
certain rituals. Herders have conventionally been 
cementing human presence by their rhythmic pattern 
of movement to the places/sites of occasional rituals. 
Such movements can be reinforced by opening some 
such places for sacred land and borderland tourism, 
thereby, complementing the security efforts of the 
Indian armed forces with non-military initiatives 
wherever feasible. 
 Apart from religious, human and security 
dimensions, dwellers of the area and their landscape 
must be accorded more focus even by academics on 
issues pertaining to the significance of the Himalayan 
rangeland. This can be done by setting up various 
academic institutions in the borderland areas and not 
stopping at the mere creation of some transportation 
infrastructures. One can imagine a range of research 
and academic institutions in and for the area, ranging 

from oral history, centres for teaching and translating 
to and from the minor Himalayan languages 
and linkages studies on areas mentioned above, 
encompassing human and non-human lives as well 
as the environment. The Himalayan herders must be 
viewed and valued as a front-line community in the 
geopolitically sensitive landscape. There must be more 
formal institutional engagement with the herders, 
including by the security agencies, rather than just 
limited interactions from time to time with them.
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