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Abstract 
 

This dissertation aims to explore the idea of climate change as it appeared amongst villagers in 

the rural Shivalik hills of North India.  

I traced the discourse behind the practices of diverse local, regional and global development 

policies as I saw them materializing in the village, and found what appeared to be an óawareness 

campaignô on climate change.  

In the village of Rani MǕjri, people live in an area of North India that is defined by the central 

government as ófragileô and óecologically sensitiveô. Situated below the Himalayan mountains 

and above the Indo-Gangetic plains, the area is expected to be seriously affected by climate 

change and global warming though more erratic monsoon rainfall, erosion, siltation and 

landslides. Consequently, the hill village population have over time become subjected to various 

governmental schemes and projects aiming to both develop the people and conserve the 

environment, alongside facilitating for the mitigatation of climate change. 

 

I argued that this ócampaignô became entwined with existing discourses on modernity and 

environmentalism, so that information on climate change in Rani MǕjri became filtrated through 

a new discourse on climate change awareness.  

 

The campaigns directed at developing, modernizing and educating the villagers on issues of 

climate and environment, thus appeared poorly designed to register that the óawarenessô the they 

wanted to propagate, was already there. 

Central for my analysis was the social aspects of water, how it was shared and distributed. As a 

central element in shaping both social and ecological landscapes, peopleôs relationship with 

water was explicitly related to notions of power, cosmology and óprogressô. Water, by 

controlling it or altering its course, thus affected how people in the village dealt with the 

environmental and social changes that they perceived around them. This became especially 

salient through the presence of a state ówatershed management projectô I followed, and its 

associated practices. The focus on water also revealed an intimate relationship between humans, 

deities and the environment in which they dwell, and how this relationship also affected the idea 

of climate change in Rani MǕjri.  
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A note on Text 
 
Hindi/Urdu/Pahaἠi expressions have been transcribed and Romanized using John T. 

Platt's (2008) Dictionary of Urdu, Classical Hindi and English, and/or dialogue with 

professor in South Asia studies, Claus Peter Zoller, unless otherwise stated. 

Some simplifications have occurred when, or if, they have established equivalents in 

roman characters, such as śiva to Shiva, PanĺǕyat to Panchayat etc. 

To increase readability, transcribed words appear generally parenthesized.  

Certain words have no settled equivalent, such as the Shivalik Hills, which is also spelled 

Sivalik and Siwalik. As the óShivaô in óShivaliksô refer to the Hindu deity Shiva, I have 

chosen Shivalik throughout my text. 

All names of individuals and places are anonymized, unless otherwise stated.  

The use of ethnographic present in the textual representation in some of my ethnography, 

is chosen because the immediateness this brings to certain experiences in the field. 

Discussions of the appropriateness of the use of tenses in ethnographic writing have been 

considered before making this choice.  
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A Foreword 
 

 

At the end of July 2013, it began to rain heavily after breakfast. People withdrew 

indoors, the rain again stalling outdoor activity. The monsoon had been going on 

for a few weeks, so the shower was met with damp sighs, far from the unabashed 

enthusiasm that the first showers received.  

I joined Dipika, my neighbor, in her old, kaĺĺǕ (mud/dung) house, to wait for the 

rain to halt. Her husband was late for work in the factory because of the rain, and 

let my son sit on his cherished motorcycle, parked outside and in shelter, to make 

the time pass. The shower was heavy, and intense. When it passed, and Dipikaôs 

husband could finally drive off, I too was able to continue doing my work ï the 

laundry. I was lucky and could use the tap outside the bathroom outside our room. 

These water-filled days, the laundry was seldom done in the irrigation channel 

(kuhl) directly, if one could avoid it, as the water was brown and filled with earth, 

sand, leaves and twigs. I had to visit the toilet before I could resume my work, 

however, and while I was sitting there, I heard a deep rumble from outside. First, I 

thought it was thunder, but it made no sense - the sound was deeper, more 

muddled, and so immediate. Puzzled by the sound I hurried out, and as I stepped 

outside, I saw my husband and Babu, a young relative of the family we rented our 

room from, leaning over the rails of the roof above me.  

ñDid you hear that?ò they exclaimed and ran down the stairs towards me.  

Together, we walked towards the edge of the ledged patio outside our room ï and 

we saw what had caused the sound. Half of the brick wall, built to extend the patio, 

was gone. It had slid down the steep hill and piled up against the small row of trees 

aligning the dried-out river bed below. How many meters was it down there? 80? 

100? We looked astonished at each other and immediately stepped back ï seconds 

later the rest of the brick wall followed down the hill, just in front of our feet.  

Now the whole ledged patio was gone, and there was but a brink of land left, a few 
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meters wide, between the house and the landslide. Padma and Naveen, the two 

eldest daughters of Prakash from whom we rented the room, arrived with their 

manure (ghobbaἠ) baskets and took initial control over the situation. Ordering 

everyone else to stand back, they called their mother and began to carry valuable 

materials like bricks and logs away from the edge. Soon, a stone-faced Prakash 

arrived. He had been called from his work on the fields, and together, the family 

cleared the ledge completely. 

 

The landslide that took place outside the room we rented during the North Indian 

monsoon season of 2013 ended with no casualties, and was approached by the family we 

lived with, as an event that had to be mediated through ritual. As my dissertation deals in 

part with the ritual responses to changes in the environment, and approaches them as a 

part of a óresonanceô to the climate change process, this landslide is one that I will return 

to several times throughout the forthcoming text. 

However, the ritual response to the landslide was just one amongst many other responses 

to environmental and social stress that I observed during fieldwork. Neither of them were 

met with ritual responses alone. 

During my fieldwork amongst rural, small-scale farmers of the lower Shivalik Hills of 

North India, I spent close to a year (November 2012 to September 2013), aiming to find 

out how local ideas and discourses of climate change information impinge on how people 

become óenvironmentally awareô.  

I concerned myself with óenvironmental awarenessô in a rural Shivalik Hill village, 

because life and prosperity there seems to hinge on an environment that is somewhat 

predictable; a predictability that the acceleration of climate change is found to alter.  

Over the last decade especially, global policy-programs, national óawarenessô campaigns 

and local government officials, have directed a lot of attention, money and resources at 

addressing this issue in the Shivaliks. The issue is complex, and concerns both processes 

of ósustainable developmentô and, for the last decade, óclimate changeô. Despite the effort 
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put into these diverse interventions in life and practices in the hills, little appears to have 

been achieved regarding óawarenessô, however. Indian farmers are still approached as 

óunawareô of their current situation, Indiaôs countryside as well as her cities are polluted, 

and global warming continues unabated.  

This dissertation approaches climate change as an idea. The idea of climate change that I 

refer to here, is thus referring to a cultural and social conceptualization on the shared 

knowledge on the global, physical process of climate change. My analysis is directed at 

addressing one of the reasons why people seem to disengage with it. 

A part of that answer lies, I suggest, in the failure to acknowledge that the dominant 

climate change discourse appears to represent a general, abstract and morally devoid 

process, when in fact, the process of climate change embeds itself as a morally biased 

idea, inherently connected to the social world in which it is expressed. A óresonanceô of 

climate change to me, is to enrich the idea with a more diversified and complex social 

world than the current discursive idea of climate change allows for.  

Before I begin developing my arguments and clarify my concepts, I need to address my 

choice of title ï Waterworn: Climate Change Resonance in the Rural Shivalik Hills of 

North India.  

To be waterworn1 is to be shaped by water. Like a stone in a river, like a river bed in 

mountains, like a mountain from rain, ice and snow. With this title, I want to bring the 

readers attention to how the social relations between people in Rani MǕjri has been 

shaped by water, but not ruled by water. By this, I acknowledge that water does not 

definine people as individuals or the society in its entirety, but that water do play a 

central role in structuring the past and present for life in these hills. 

                                                 
1 Although semantically related, the title was not intended to be a poorer cousin of professor of 

Climate and Culture, Mike Hulmeôs (2017) titled book óWeatheredô. His use of óweatheredô refer 

to how ñcultures and individuals can be thought of as being óweatheredô through repeated 

exposures over time to particular types and sequences of weatherò (Hulme 2017:xv). 
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The way I was introduced to the village of Rani MǕjri, was through water. In late 2012, I 

managed to get in contact with a team of scientists working at one of many state-funded 

ówatershed managementô projects in the Shivalik Hills. A ówatershedô is the geographical 

area rainwater flows through, and drains into a common body of water, which in this case 

is a slightly elevated mountain ridge covering five villages, where the village of Rani 

MǕjri lies at the top. The five-year project was near completed upon my arrival, but the 

scientists who implemented it, were still involved in some follow-up activities in the 

village, amongst the most notable at the time of my stay; to oversee and partly finance the 

restoration/improvement of a traditional water- and irrigation channel (kuhl).  I will 

return to the project and those that implemented it, several times below. 

Next to this, the prime concern of the villagers during my stay was related to water: 

through the unpredictability of the monsoon, the winter rains, the lack or abundance of 

water, the purity of water, the movement of water through steep hills causing land-slides, 

and the symbolism of water used in ritual. In addition to the role of water in weather and 

practice, I also found the distribution of water amongst the villagers to be quite revealing 

of social relations, and of tensions and rhythms in daily life.  

I decided thus, to let water guide my way into the field. This also led me to the core of the 

issue that I aim to address in this dissertation. I observed that there was a tendency 

amongst policymakers, politicians, social activists and government employees in India to 

envision the villagers as óbackwardô and in need of óawarenessô. This way categorizing 

the villagers as óunawareô, by 2013 at least, was both coupled with a long history of 

modernizing the Indian village and related to the current global mobilization in 

communicating human interference with the climatic change processes, and mitigation of 

its consequences. I found, however, the villagers to be quite aware of the environmental 

processes of global warming, although they voiced their concerns on a somewhat 

different ófrequencyô; that of deteriorating social relations. Because of the villagersô 

perceived lack of a scientific framework to address a certain ópre-definedô idea of global 

warming, however, the óawareness-campaignô was still legitimizied.  
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This apparent ómismatchô of local response is also why I chose óresonanceô as a metaphor 

in my title. In music, óresonanceô explains the quality of a sound, the enrichment of a 

tone. It is also action and movement; óresonanceô is what happens when the vibration in 

an object cause another object to vibrate. But the movement and the rhythm of the objects 

affected by the vibration, will vary with whatever composite elements happen to be 

present in the object touched. The resonance of an action, a sound, a movement or a 

theory can thus be seen as óvibrantô or órichô response, and can ï but does not need to ï 

imply harmony or echo. To pay attention to a óresonanceô of something, an idea, a 

process, a call - is to acknowledge that there is always reverberation to an idea, to a 

process, to a call - but one that will vary with whatever objects it touches. Resonance 

does not stop, as much as it resonates back, again and again, changing a little for every 

touch. 

I argue that a resonance of climate change shows that information about climate change, 

in its actual and physical change of the planetôs climate, travels around the world as an 

idea infused with cultural meaning. To me, to speak of a óresonance of climate changeô, is 

to acknowledge that there is a local response to the climate change process in Rani MǕjri. 

It is also an attempt to enrich the idea of climate change to encompass the multiplicity of 

ways people seek to make sense of the changes they perceive. This enrichment is needed, 

I believe, because it allows for a fuller understanding of what climate change does to 

people, and how it might be mitigated. Working from such a notion, draws attention to 

issues that could otherwise go unnoticed, and to how climate change as idea, process and 

discourse might transform both social and ecological landscapes in ways one might not 

be able to predict. 

  



- 1 - 

Introduction:         
 On Global Warming and the Failure to Act 
 
 

Initially, before I started out my doctoral fieldwork, I wanted to address why people 

seemed to ódisengageô with the climate change idea, despite their awareness of the 

process. With all the information available on the dismal prospects of climate change and 

global warming, people still seem to largely avoid or ignore the issue. 

In the process of introducing myself to the burgeoning research on how climate change as 

an idea has been appropriated in rural places of the world, I found doubts and 

misunderstandings about what climate change is and what it does, as well as confusions 

about how to respond or address the issues. I also encountered curious losses in 

translation, óconceptual mismatchesô, between policy-makers and the policy-subjects they 

wished to address. I also found sincere concerns about ódisengagementô with climate 

change. 

In Northern Europe at least, the disengagement with climate change is related to a 

confusion over ñthe right thing to doò for those who believe climate change to be 

humanly induced.  The idea is also seen to appeal very differently to what we might call 

the óclimate change awareô on the political left-right axis, where the left traditionally has 

been associated with socialism and environmentalist movements, and the right with its 

opposite. Tides are however changing, and with the current climate change scenario, 

there are óenvironmentally awareô groups across the political spectrum, acknowledging 

the process, but disagreeing on its mitigation. 

For ótraditional environmentalistsô (see chapter 1) towards the socialist left, the climate 

change idea is potent as a motivational force for urging societal change towards a more 
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óeco-sensitiveô society, calling for ñde-growth2ò and conservation. For the climate change 

óawareô towards the more capitalist right, the potential for growth in new industries and 

old industries, call the financial elite to invest in ógreenô innovation and ógreenô 

development.  

No matter where one places oneself on that political axis, however, the idea should be 

scrutinized because of what it does. That is, I argue, amongst other things, to produce 

confusion, bewilderment and public climate change disengagement. The disengagement 

is expressed physically in the general common peopleôs failure to adjust to sustainable 

and ecologically sound lifestyles. Adjustments that might prove to be crucial to maintain 

some kind ógood lifeô for humanity on this planet, with climate changeôs accompanying 

issues of exacerbating environmental degradation, overpopulation, poverty, and social 

unrest.  

For those who view climate change as a process happening devoid of the aspect of 

human influence, however, the idea appears as a veil to shroud what appears to be a 

leftist critique of capitalist growth. To complicate matters further, and as I will discuss at 

length towards the end of this dissertation, climate change as an idea could also be 

accused for óblack-boxingô, or diverging attention from, other and more pressing issues of 

inequality, marginalization and ómis-managementô in those places of the globe where the 

consequences of the climate change process becomes particularly acute.  

One of the places where climate change is seen to exacerbate environmental and social 

issues, is in rural India. India is a country that has perplexed me many times before, and I 

knew well how environmentalist notions of sustainability and nature-conservation 

seemed to struggle taking hold in the country. I also knew to which degree the 

surroundings acted as a continuous reminder of the issue. The reason was not that climate 

                                                 
2 In Europe, and perhaps in Germany per 2017 most clearly, there are popular social movements 

calling for a óde-growthô society. This is based on thinking that the remedy for the current dismal 

climate change prospects is to halt and conserve what we have, since society in these movements 

is seen as órunning outô of resources to fuel incessant growth. (See the web-portal 

www.degrowth.info/en/).  

http://www.degrowth.info/en/
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change knowledge had been poorly diffused, however. India had been attuned to the 

politics and policies around climate change for some time already. 

In 2003, after the capital of New Delhi had been chosen to host the XIX Commonwealth 

Games, the New Delhi government with the United Nations Environment Program 

(UNEP), decided that the 2010 Commonwealth Games was ñgoing greenò (Press 

Release, Bindra 2010). The government even introduced the concept of ñEcological 

Codesò in New Delhi, to announce ña series of green measures from boosting energy 

efficiency and air quality to expanding the cityôs forestsò (Press Release, Bindra 2010). In 

a few years, the ógreenô policy grew out of New Delhi and became an issue of internal 

and international relations. 

This process was closely linked to the Indian state developing their stance to the 

forthcoming United Nations Climate Change Conference, the Conference of the Parties 

(COP21) in Paris, France, 2015. The discussions on the level of national politics at the 

time varied widely, from being officially ñin denialò of a human induced climate change 

(so that the state could continue its industrial and economic growth), to acknowledging 

the potentially catastrophic outcomes of ñdenialò, and work with the political elites of 

ñthe Westò to stagger emissions and search for more sustainable ways of development. 

With the Indian capital preparing for the Commonwealth Games in 2010, the United 

Nations International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report from 2007 also made an 

impact on Indian internal environmental politics. The report warned of ñgrim 

environmental and economic scenarios for India if climate change continues unabatedò 

(R.V Cruz et al. 2007), and underscored how the impacts of global warming were already 

taking place. The scenario depicted, was one of less predictable monsoon rains, the 

glaciers of the Himalayan icecaps melting rapidly, the increased intensity of floods and 

droughts, and mangrove forests disappearing at an alarming rate (R.V Cruz et al. 2007; 

Wish 2010:1). When certain details on the pace of the Himalayan glaciers melting was 

proved wrong, however, the report was later rejected by the Government of India based 

on being too alarmist and óunscientificô (Mathur 2015). The óHimalaya-gateô, as it was 
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nicknamed by media (see for example The Guardian 2010), created much debate on the 

effects of global warming, and drew public attention towards discussions of the fate of 

the Himalayas. 

The media was not alone in propagating the climate change idea ï and its prospects. The 

concept of climate change appeared not only in international reports, like in the 

assessment reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (R.V 

Cruz et al. 2007; Hijioka, Y. et al. 2014), the World Wildlife Fund (2017) and the World 

Bank (2015), but also in state government policy on national commerce. The concept 

shows up in the creation of Special Economic Zones (SEZ3), in State Action Plans like 

the one from the Chandigarh Union State Territory Steering Committee (2008), in rural 

development planning from the Government of Haryana (2010), and in the major 

regional newspapers (Upadhyay 2016), in TV-commercials, in street vendor gift -shops 

and on hotel doors.  In the urban cityscapes of the North Indian state of Haryana, óclimate 

changeô, óliving greenô, óeco-sensitive livingô and óglobal warmingô was certainly 

ñeverywhereò. 

Some of these slogans were explicitly directed at making rural hill Indians óawareô of the 

processes they were, willingly or not, taking part in.  In the Haryana State Action Plan on 

Climate Change, for example, the need for óawarenessô in all sectors is mentioned 35 

times (Government of Haryana 2011), underscoring its importance.  

Yet in the village in which I resided for almost a year, those concepts were barely 

present. Neither when I lived there in 2013, nor at my re-visit in 2016. How could a 

concept, an idea, be so present in the cityscapes of Delhi and the North Indian joint state 

capital Chandigarh, and yet remain so absent only kilometers away? Why did the 

campaigning ñfailò to catch on with the rural farmers? Was there something wrong with 

the way environmental issues were communicated, or the way they were received? Were 

                                                 
3 SEZ refers to ñspecial economic zonesò, or industrial parks, with slacker taxation rules to 

enhance economic development and export (Mohanty and Chandran 2017), (Department of 

Commerce, Indian Govt. 2017). 
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there aspects to the idea of climate change that had gone unaddressed by most scientists, 

activists, policymakers and governmental agents? And what ideas of a changing weather, 

littered surroundings, a polluted groundwater, and a receding forest, existed instead?  

Below, I will begin with looking at how óclimate changeô as concept and idea, appeared 

in India, and in the area around Rani MǕjri, during the time of my research. 

 

On Climate Change Awareness in India and the Shivalik Hills 
 

At the time of writing, India as a country deals with exacerbating issues of water scarcity, 

increasing food costs, a vigorous resource competition, and persisting issues with poverty 

and inequality based on issues related to caste, gender, religion and nationality.  

These are all issues that, it seems, are coupled with environmental degradation to the 

extent that changes in the environment itself could become a potential ñthreat multiplierò 

(Department of Defense, United States of America 2014; Crate and Nuttall 2009:11). 

Climate change then, becomes an all-encompassing process that could exacerbate 

tension, fear, and social upheaval in India. Seen from the perspective of an 

environmentalist, the situation has become rather pressing, too.  

Spending time in the North Indian city of Chandigarh in 2013, the concept of climate 

change together with óglobal warmingô was literally the word on the street; on street 

vendor calendars, in local newspapers, and at dinner-table conversations. 
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Fig 1: Market stall calendars and local newspapers calling for ógreenô living, Chandigarh 2012 

 

Unfortunately, there has not been any noticeable change to the level of pollution. India's 

countryside and her urban areas in fact appeared to be even more polluted in 2016, on my 

last field visit, than on my first India fieldwork in 2007. The numbers confirmed my 

impression - Delhi's alarmingly high air pollution levels bearing testimony in particular 

(Institute for Health Metrics et al. 2017). India is now the worldôs largest emitter of air 

pollution gasses, and emissions are rising. India is expected to pass China - whoôs levels 

are, at the time of writing, declining. In an article in the New York Times commenting on 

the results of the 2014 IPCC assessment report,  it was warned that the rise of air-

pollutive gases not only contributed to global warming, but probably also contributed to 

the premature death of 1.1 million people in India alone (Anand for New York Times 

2017). 

The nearly unbearable situation in the urban cities of India has made the media look for 

culprits. In the same New York Times article cited above, the journalist asks as a 

rhetorical question why this increase continues unabated. The journalist uses the example 
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of a 2015 court order, that demanded farmers around Delhi to stop burning the stubble in 

their fields after their harvest. This court order was legislated to mitigate the air-pollution 

in the city but was neglected by the farmers. The journalist interviews the farmers 

responsible for the burning, and the reasons for not conforming to the legislation. The 

farmers admitted they were aware that their practices contributed to the harmful air for 

the citizens of New Delhi, but argued that they could not afford the alternative  (Anand 

for New York Times 2016). 

Next to governmental- and media bodies addressing the issue, there are extensive studies 

addressing how Indian politics and policy óinternalizeô climate change. One example is 

the handbook of climate change and governance in India, edited by Navroz K. Dubash 

(2012).  

Acknowledging the urgency of the situation, and additionally pointing out the relevance 

for Indiaôs agricultural dependency, Shri Jairam Ramesh, former Minister of Rural 

Development and Environment and Forests, writes in the foreword of Dubashôs 

handbook: ñI think there is no country more vulnerable to climate change than India, on 

so many frontsò (Ramesh in Dubash 2012:xix,xx). The handbook proceeds to offer 

interesting macro level studies on how climate change affects agriculture, such as the 

impact of climate change on the óapple beltô in Himachal Pradesh (Rana et al. 2012). In 

this study, we learn that apple farmers are found to notice a change in climate by their 

apple quality, color and production.  

What the studies say little about, however, is how the two out of three Indians who 

depend on agriculture approach the idea of climate change. These contributions are few, 

considering that most of the contributions appear quite certain that a role in climate 

change adaption and mitigation has to be played by the laypeople of India who live in 

rural, agricultural villages (Government of India 2011). Looking at the contributions to 

the handbook, however, and to how the issue is talked about in governmental reports and 

in media in general, it becomes quite clear that climate change issues are approached 
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mainly in India as a developmental issue, and that raising ñawarenessò is crucial when 

mitigating the challenges.  

In a Yale-funded Study on Climate Change Communication by A. Leiserowitz and J. 

Thaker (2012), it is argued that people in India do observe changes to the local weather 

and overall weather and climate patterns, but that they do so ñwithout understanding the 

broader issue of global climate changeò.  

The study explains the low levels of awareness to climate change issues with Indiaôs low 

education levels. This is based on comparing the answers from their respondents, of 

whom 75% were urban and 25% were rural, that the level of awareness on climate 

change and its related issues were especially low amongst the illiterate (where they find 

that 50% have not heard of climate change), contrasted to those with high school 

graduate degrees (where 13% responded that they had not heard about it). When lack of 

knowledge, or ñawarenessò is defined as being one of the main challenges when 

mitigating climate change, this justifies political attention and funds to make sure the 

diffusion of knowledge happens correctly. Sharing knowledge and information on the 

technical relationship between humans and their environment, was thus a major part of 

regional policy in the region of my study.  

Environmental Awareness in Haryana  
 

Life in the region in which the village of my fieldwork is located, the Shivalik hills, has 

changed very rapidly during the last five decades. In cohort with national sosio-economic 

development planning, several of the hill villages have become connected ï although 

peripherally ï to political campaigning, education services, health services, electricity 

and water-grids, telephone lines, and media broadcasting services. This development has, 

after the 1970s, happened alongside international, national and regional initiatives to 

protect the hills from environmental deterioration. This happened in part because of new 

knowledge on ecosystems and biodiversity, and in part because the prosperity of the 
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plains-region in many ways was found to be dependent on the environmental well-being 

of the hills (see chapter 1) 

In practice, the government established forest reserves and óEco Sensitive Areasô where 

resource extraction and industrial development were regulated and developed numerous 

watershed-management projects to conserve and improve the local irrigation channels 

(kuhls), thought to stagger erosion and enhance agricultural production. Whilst 

unirrigated land allows for only one reliable harvest during the rainy season, kuhl-

irrigated fields, however, allow for a second harvest, the winter-crops.  

To bring the villagers into ñawarenessò, Government officials involved in these schemes 

and projects would frequently travel to the villages to give motivational speeches, or to 

hold óworkshopsô amongst the farmers. Eco-Clubs had also been created at local village 

schools in the hills, and volunteers from local Non-Governmental Environmental 

organizations would travel the district giving talks on environmental issues. Some would 

also gather women to motivate and educate them into environmentally sound actions. 

International actors were involved too, through institutions and governments funding 

these activities and processes. All done, to make the villagers óawareô. 

The environmentalist in me wanted to cheer these processes on. To educate people on the 

precarious balance that allows for life and prosperity on this planet, seems like the right 

thing to do. To plant trees and live eco-friendly, to save ecological diversity by protecting 

areas from industrial development, to teach people that their actions have larger 

consequences, and to act locally and think globally! But at the same time, as I settled in 

with the farmers and laborers in one of these rural hill villages, I discovered that there 

was something not quite right, not only in the way knowledge was transmitted from 

policymakers to people, but from people back to policy.  

Firstly, I knew from growing up in Norway, a north European country where most people 

enjoy comfortable living standard with high levels of education, that knowledge of 

environmental processes does not necessarily make people choose óeco-friendlyô 
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lifestyles. This lack of direct causality between climate change knowledge and 

sustainable action or response has also been pointed out by several scholars. Mike Hulme 

(2009:144) for example, did not find education to be one of the reasons the problem with 

ódisengagementô to the climate change idea. Sociologist Kari Marie Norgaard (2011), in 

her ethnographic study from a small community in Norway, also confirms that education 

is not enough, and interprets the ódisengagementô from it as being a form of ódenialô. As I 

will return to in chapter 1, this makes the knowledge-argument an uncertain one at best.  

Secondly, I found the people that were considered by the state and the various agencies as 

being óunawareô subjects to be, in fact, quite óawareô already. Many of the processes that 

are thought to deplete resources and upset ecological balances were known to them, and 

they related to them every day, just as the Yale-study above indicated. I also found this 

relationship to be quite intimate, much because people in these hills are continuously 

exposed to their surroundings through work, and through life itself.  

In the small hill-village I settled in, despite differences in caste and status, workers, daily 

laborers, farmers, landholders and landless alike, all shared a life where their well-being 

hinged upon their environment being rather predicable and benevolent. The well-being of 

the families depends on the crops to yield its bounty, because if it fails, one will go very 

hungry, one cannot afford medication when needed, children will not attend higher 

education, and the family might end up heavily in debt. Changes and irregularities to the 

weather and the surroundings here, is quite important, as it will affect food production, 

cattle rearing and to what degree the village is habitable at all. In a context such as this, 

skill, is of the essence. 

Plant a seed too soon, a sudden cold-spell or hailstorm might finish it off before its 

productive life has even begun. Plant it too late, and it might not reach maturity before 

the seasonôs growth-conditions have passed or be ruined because the rain they expected 

did not fall. If the planted area is too exposed to the sun, the bud may wither and dry. Too 

shady, and it wonôt ripen. If the soil is too hard and compact, the roots get deprived of air, 

and the stem might rot from the water lingering too long.  Too sandy and loose, the plant 
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wonôt have access to enough nutrients, and the soil will drain the water too fast. Add to 

this elevation in the terrain, exposure to wild and domesticated animals, and a very 

variable access to organic and inorganic fertilizer, farming equipment and manpower ï 

when and how a farmer goes about his or her work during a growth season, is a decision 

that is not taken lightly.  

Add to this, even with all this knowledge of how, and when and where, the crops might 

fail. It might be an individual mistake, like adding too little fertilizer or not weeding 

meticulously enough. These are mistakes one can learn from and attempt to prevent from 

happening the next year. However, sometimes, it might be other, larger and more 

complex reasons for the crops failing, like the weather being unpredictable, or a herd of 

wild pigs eating half the edible roots, a hail-storm toppling the wheat, or the monsoon 

coming on too strong, too irregular, or not enough for the rice to grow. If the current 

prospects of climate change effects in the Shivalik Hills are correct, these events will  

happen more often, be more intense, and as such, the farmers decisions are supposed to 

become even more precarious. 

Cliamte change was not spoken of, however. Only a handful could understand some 

English, and only a couple of adults I met had encountered the concepts of climate 

change and global warming through media, social networks or education. I recall that a 

bright, young Rajput girl I knew, approached me with what I found a very informative 

chapter called ñenvironmental factorsò in her book on computer programming. In 

contrary to the other chapters of the book, this one had no underlined pages. Asking why, 

if she thought it perhaps not relevant for her study, she plainly stated that she could not 

understand what was written.  

This, and other similar observations, initially aligned my conclusion with the Yale study, 

that óawarenessô on environmental issues amongst low-educated farmers was low, and 

that it was low because people were not educated or exposed enough. So far, I agree with 

the what the Yale study found above, that the rural, low or un-educated villagers do not 

comprehend the changes they observe as óclimate changeô. They are in that case 
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ñunawareò of climate change. My dissertation, however, argues that they in fact do 

comprehend climate change, but that they express their awareness in a manner not 

registered as climate change awareness by those who work so hard to place it there.   

 

Cosmologies and Ways of Knowing 
 
This did not occur to me, however, until I began to register the responses to a disastrous 

flood in Uttarakhand, which I describe in chapter 7. The responses were multivocal, both 

in the city and in the village, but mainly, the relation to global warming seemed to be a 

rather established fact. Only days after the flood, I had a conversation with a 20-year-old 

girl from one of the smaller villages. The girl was headed to tend a plot of land her family 

had acquired down the road from where I lived.  

We came to talk about the floods in Uttarakhand, as I knew many worried, and I was 

curious to find if she also thought that such a disaster could happen in the village.  ñNo, 

there are many more trees here, and the hills are not so steepò she replied, indicating that 

as most others in the village, she was also educated in the role of the plant-rootsô capacity 

to hold water in the soil to prevent it from sliding. Convinced she was too óeducatedô to 

make this a matter of Shiva, which the elders frequently did, I asked; So, you donôt think 

the floods happened because of BhagvǕn being angry, then?ò ñNo, I donôt think soébut 

even if that was the case, BhagvǕn is so very far awayò (ñBhagvǕn bahut, bahut dȊr 

yahǕἂ seò).  

This apparent contradiction made me look more closely at chains of causality. This was 

not the first time I heard that BhagvǕn, or God4, had withdrawn, and I began to wonder 

why. The responses that followed this flood, and the landslide I described in the 

                                                 
4 BhagvǕn: personal nature of the Supreme. BhagvǕn might also refer to an abstract God, the 

aspect of the absolute truth in the universe, or the impersonal Brahman, ñthe universal 

substratumò from which all beings emerge (Wadley 1977: 113,114), but referred to locally also 

as the ñȊpar vǕlǕ ò (the One above). The name can also refer to a personalized God, often 

Krishna, but also Vishnu or Shiva. 
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introduction, indicated that religion and ritual played a larger part in peopleôs relationship 

with the environment than I initially thought. Did the role of Shiva in this, mean that God 

was seen to have withdrawn his protecting gaze? If so, why? And how does deforestation 

play a part in what clearly was a religious interpretation of the flood?  

Should I approach the two chains of causality for the flood, as one quite being scientific 

(climate change), and the other one, as religious (environmental retribution from lord 

Shiva)? And could this be viewed as two authoritative knowledge-forms competing for 

dominance in the village; as another example of the battle between the old and the new, 

tradition and conservation, ómodernityô and óprogressô?  

There was just one problem with this interpretation. My co-villagers never seemed to 

make that separation. Both chains of causality for the flood were, by 2016 at least, 

present within the same village, community, even within the same individual. In both 

versions, the flood was seen happening as a sort of environmental retribution to social 

behavior ï as a harsh comment on social life, on morality, values and priorities. Both 

óversionsô were also based in authoritative sources of information; science and Hinduism, 

one with a world-view which was quite androcentric, and the other, quite ódevacentricô. 

óDevacentricô is not a formalized word5, but is used in an informal manner to denote a 

world-view not revolving exclusively on the wellbeing of humans, but also including that 

of deities and other entities. To opt for a ódevacentricô world-view is thus an alternative to 

ñHindu world-viewò (see chapter 1). 

The ease with which both existed as explanations for the flood, made me wonder whether 

the two óstoriesô about the flood could be argued to have been ñcompartmentalizedò to 

use A.K. Ramanujans (1989) language. This is a concept which he draws from 

psychology ï to describe the way he argues the Indian mind works to avoid the 

                                                 
5 For documented uses of ódevacentricô, see for example the Buddhist Journal by Macpherson 

(2013), and in a few academic papers, such as in Palodhi (2017). 
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ódissonanceô that might occur, for example when Indian Hindus learn Western science, 

business or technology practices. The compartmentalizing happens, he argues, when ñthe 

new ways of thought and behavior do not replace but live along with older óreligiousô 

waysò (Ramanujan, 1989:57).  

Ramanujanôs concept of ócompartmentalizingô is useful I find, when trying to explain the 

ease of which I perceived knowledge of environmental processes, global market 

economics and global warming processes to coexist so seamlessly with the ódevacentricô 

cosmology within the same village - even within the same individual. It also allowed me 

to look for the elements that allowed for their co-existence, which I suggest was in how 

both interpretations were seen to be intrinsically social, relating quite explicitly to certain 

ways of commenting upon social values in a changing society, where how we utilize the 

knowledge of the world around us is changing. This becomes pertinent when it comes to 

understanding what climate change does to social life. 

The concept of ócompartmentalizingô, however, implies that there are two kinds of 

knowledges that appear to be essentially different. This does not agree with the 

approaches to knowledge by contemporary anthropology I intend to utilize. In these 

approaches, one has acknowledged that although there are different knowledges and 

different ómodesô of knowing, and that knowledge can be both ótheoreticalô and 

ópracticalô, the óformsô are always related and always interacting. Anthropologists David 

Turnbull (2005), Tim Ingold (2000, 2011) and the anthropologist and political scientist 

James Scott (1998) have all argued, that the two ókindsô or óformsô of knowledge with 

which anthropology previously have operated, (that of the local, indigenous and the 

global, scientific) exist in a dialectical process with each other, as practical and abstract 

knowledge.  

Knowledge associated with the ótheoreticalô allows for the analyses of large-scale 

processes. Knowledge associated with the ópracticalô, allows for skill. It is in the practical 

ómodeô of thought, that abstract ideas and theories can be scrutinized, but it is in the 

theoretical ómodeô of thought, that the meaning for, and the reasons for the practical 
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mode can be scrutinized. (With ómodeô, I refer to the practice of aligning, calibrating or 

positioning of an object). As such, both ókindsô of knowledges are needed, and depending 

on each other.  

To argue that knowledge exists as different ókindsô, as more or less abstract or concrete, 

does not mean that either of the ókindsô are value-neutral or perfectly rational. Rather, 

both are dependent on the culture and the history in which that ókindô of knowledge 

arose. To relate the ómodesô of knowing, is neither to disagree that there are differences 

in how they are valued. As Turnbull (2005:7) argues, science, or ótechnoscienceô is the 

autorotative form of knowledge today. Its success, argues Turnbull, hinges on its ómythô; 

that it is both objective and rational. This allows for a polarization between óscientific 

(western) knowledgeô and ótraditional (indigenous) knowledgeô to persist. If the rational 

and morally unbiased knowledge is a ómythô, then this allows me to argue for the relative 

ease with which both narratives co-existed. If climate change knowledge only appears to 

be rational and scientific, but in practice, is part of an idea of climate change which is 

quite morally biased, then the two apparently contradictory explanations were not that 

contradictory at all. 

I will discuss this ómythô of ótechnoscienceô more thoroughly in chapter 1, and their 

coexistence in chapter 7. The problem I wish to address here, however, is that the policies 

of climate change as they materialize in the rural Shivalik Hills, seem to operate with the 

ómythô of scientific superiority quite intact. This, I argue, might have some unintended 

consequences.  

Knowledge and Power 
 

Upon asking many of the villagers in Rani MǕjri, of the names and reasons why things 

were done like this or that, I would for months only get the answer that ñI do not knowò. 

This happened especially when asking women. If I asked why some chose a stick from 

the Neem tree over a toothbrush, or why they would give me Caraway for my stomach 
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pains, or why they added organic manure to a field every fourth year, the most common 

response was that I should ask the ñpaἠhe-likhe logò ï the educated people (i.e. not them). 

I thought, perhaps, that the people I asked did not know. It didnôt occur to me at the time, 

that they saw their kind of óknowingô as representing all that made them ñbackwardsò in 

the eyes of teachers, scientists and government officers, the educated people that knew 

the órightô reason, for these things to work.  

Although the scientific climate change idea arguably had diffused rather poorly, it was 

certainly not because of a lack in the capacity for óabstract thinkingô. Many of the 

youngsters of the village were far more technically schooled than me, as the Rajput girl 

of 18 who, about to complete her upper secondary, aspired for a seat in public college. 

Even if her curriculum on computer programming was outdated by almost a decade (her 

book regarded learning the software of the operating system of Windows NT v.4.0, which 

was what Windows was in 1996), the technicalities of Core Java and C++, was way 

beyond my own. Her proficiency in digits and models, did not help translating the chapter 

on environmental issues, however. This reason for feeling óbackwardô had more to do 

with how their ótraditionalô way of life became devalued into a poor impression of 

ómodernô way life, a stereotyping that only reinforced the barrier of caste, class and 

gender that this particular girl had to cross, to attain that very knowledge that she will 

need in making what for her, would be the right choice for the future.  

If the villagers saw themselves as óbackwardô, it was not because they did not wield 

theoretical or abstract knowledge. It seems to rely more on their knowledge of the world 

not being validated by an authority (i.e. a scientist or any other óproperly educatedô 

person, such as a Brahmin pandit6).  

As will be clear in my forthcoming chapters, the people of Rani MǕjri were exposed and 

involved in global policy as part of a regional concern for a lack of ódevelopmentô in the 

                                                 
6 Brahmin is the highest/purest Hindu caste, see chapter 4, and a pandit is a Brahmin learned in 

the Vedas, the sacred scriptures of Hinduism.  
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face of climate change. When analyzing the óawareness campaignô, it appeared to be 

dependent on the degree of which people were considered acquainted with scientific 

knowledge, argued to be crucial to comprehend, amongst other forms of scientific 

information, the climate change idea. 

In the societies we might call ómodernô, ópost-modernô, or even in a process of 

ómodernizing itselfô, such as India, there is a noticeable difference in valuation, between 

the way ópracticalô knowledge that pass on from generation to generation, contrary to the 

way óscientificô knowledge is passed on from authority is regarded. The close 

connotation scientific knowledge has with modernity have, I argue, been used quite 

effectively as a reason for enlightening the óbackwardô peoples of the rural hills to a more 

óprogressedô society. Climate change thus stops being an idea and appears more as a 

discourse.  

To address how a climate change discourse can be said to take shape, and how it 

entangles with already existing policies on poverty, development and conservation, will 

explained in chapter 1. I will there draw on philosopher Paul-Michel Foucaultôs 

(1984,1995) notion of discourse, and his views on power. This is an approach I share 

with Scott (1998), anthropologist Anna Tsing (2005), and Arun Agrawal (2005), all of 

whom have developed Foucaultôs concept of discourse and power to approach a way to 

show how a campaign on óenvironmental awarenessô can shape bodies, people, and 

actions. 

Although public education, media and other transmitters of information on óawarenessô 

all played their part in shaping this discourse, the local consequences of the campaign 

became especially clear in the way the scientists of ICAR-IISWC (the Indian Council of 

Agricultural Research - Indian Institute of Soil and Water Conservation, hereafter 

IISWC), developed agricultural practice and the local water-management system, the 

kuhl. Looking at the effects the irrigation system had on agricultural production, water 

management appeared crucial to address in at least two ways. First, as I return to in 

chapter 4, water-access mattered for power, for wealth, prestige and for political leverage. 
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As such, it mattered to caste relations, and to relations between people and their deities, 

and to their óenvironmentô. Secondly, to polarize knowledge in such a way, reproduced a 

stereotype that was funded on a ómythô of a certain knowledge being inherently different 

from the others.  

These interventions, I argue, drew their force from the alignment that óenvironmental 

awarenessô has with ódevelopmentô, óprogressô and ómodernityô. I will not attempt a full 

definition of ómodernityô here, but I will work with the concept as being both a 

historically produced idea that has actual social consequences for people, and that it is 

also about a way people relate to the world around them, as a mode of óbeing in the 

worldô (see my discussion in chapter 1). For the argument, it is perhaps enough to note 

the close relation there seemed to be between the villagersô and the governmental 

officersô notion of óprogressô, ódevelopmentô and ómodernityô. 

Adjusting to Progress 
 

What is a good life for you? Of what do you worry, and why? The answers I got to these 

questions during my fieldwork in 2012/13, will perhaps illustrate the relationship I 

perceive there to be between modernity, knowledge and climate change ï and why the 

issue should be addressed. They went much like this:  

It would be to no longer have poor access to public goods such as hospitals and higher 

education. It would be not having to make the choice of which child to give the richest 

food, the best education, and which child to deprioritize. It would be to no longer be 

given unfair treatment by the courts, and lower market prices for their produce. It would 

be, for many, to no longer to suffer under local caste oppression or gender discrimination. 

It would be to no longer worry so much about becoming sick from the water they drink, 

the food they eat, and the air they breathe. And, it would be to no longer be ñbackwardò - 

a term used by themselves and by the urban literati, when explaining to me the 
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differences they perceived there to be between themselves, and the ñprogressedò people 

of the city.  

In their practices, concerns and their hopes for the future, I found that they were certainly 

óawareô about environmental and developmental issues. In their daily lives, they were 

concerned about depleting water-tables, the quality of the water, the declining forest 

cover, pollution in the air and in the irregular rain patterns. Nor was anyone a stranger to 

seeking possible chains of causality either, to seek explanations and reasons for the 

changes and difficulties they encountered, be it in ideas of global warming, or in the 

anger of Lord Shiva. The people here were also aware, that in their own daily practices, 

they contributed to both the destruction but also the maintenance, of what they 

themselves valued as a natural beauty and lushness to the place in which they lived. The 

difference was not one of environmental concerns per se, but in the frequency on which 

these concerns were vocalized and communicated. The flood I mentioned earlier, for 

example, was interpreted as being an environmental retribution caused both by global 

warming and by Shivaôs anger wih his devotees. Looking closer at the explanations on 

ñwhyò the flood happened, they are both direct responses to breaches in morally 

sanctionized behavior. In both versions, the priorities humans take to advance, to 

progress and grow as individuals or families, groups or societies, happen irrespectively of 

the loss of others.  

The only difference I found, between how they worried, and how they were óexpected toô 

worry, was that the concerns were not expressed in stories of climate change or global 

warming. They were rather expressed in stories about social and moral decay. The 

consequences were thus mitigated in practices directed at mending the relationship 

among people and between people and deities. It is here the problem of climate change as 

an idea being lodged within a ómythô of rationality comes in. 

The processes the people of Rani MǕjri concerned themselves about, was not framed in 

ótechnoscienceô, they were rather expressed in concerns about the processes and changes 

they saw happening to Indian society, and in the practices through which they adjusted to 
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them. These were socially and morally conflicting choices, brought about by 

technological innovation, economic and political changes, changes that could make them 

a part of what they referred to as óprogressô, of being or becoming ñdevelopedò; as 

individuals, families, villages or as a country.  

These reflections on the advances and drawbacks of modern life on the process of global 

warming, was not picked up by the people who worked to change ï or assist the change ï 

on bringing Rani MǕjri into a óprogressedô state. It almost seemed if the discourse on 

óawarenessô had shrouded their vision somehow.  

It is here important to clarify that I do not find the effort to enlighten the villagers to 

global warming processes that they, willingly or not partake in, is negative. Nor that all 

aspects of óprogressô are bad. Rather, I believe people need to become aware of what they 

do not already know, as people should be able to take informed decisions revolving their 

own lives. Knowing how to deal with new challenges, such as those associated with 

climate change for example, requires input from new sources, through other networks and 

experts.  

In that, knowledge diffusion is essential. Only by knowing oneôs options can one even 

begin to hope that people take the desired choice ï which here could be summed up in the 

ambitious formulation from the 1987 Brundtland Commission on sustainable 

development, a: ñdevelopment that meets the needs of the present, without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needsò (Dubash 2012:8). What I do 

argue, however, is that one might want to take another reconsideration of the way this 

knowledge is expected to diffuse. Is it presented, humbly, as another alternative to other 

ways of óknowingô the world ï or does it present itself as the only way of thinking about 

the world?  

I argue, that in the case of Rani MǕjri, óenvironmental awarenessô and global warming 

knowledge, presents itself more in line with the latter. One consequence of this, is that 

most people were found to be óunawareô of processes they already had an awareness of: 
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how harmful pollution was to their environment, how industries expanded mindlessly 

into agricultural or forested land, and that forest cover was beneficial both with respect to 

siltation and erosion as it was to precipitation. And this is why I argue climate change 

policy and knowledge needs more óresonanceô. 

 

Why to Listen for Resonance 
 

As my dissertation will proceed to show, knowledge about the environment is woven into 

a complex web of power, which will tint and color how a certain form or ókindô of 

knowledge is appreciated, approached, and eventually utilized. This becomes especially 

clear, I believe, in how Rani MǕjrian families are approached with help, guidance and 

assistance to accommodate to the ebbs and flows of óprogressô. All the while reminded, 

that the óawarenessô they already are in possession of; the knowledge of how to best deal 

with their everyday lives, is devalued as passé and as óbackwardô, in the face of science 

and modernity. This is, as I will argue below, is a devaluation based on a ómythô.  

As mentioned, the vast array of skills that farmers in the hills of North India utilize when 

planning, organizing, overseeing, harvesting and storing their crops, bears testimony to 

the futility of casting one kind of knowledge as either/or.  Looking at environmentally 

related practices in this village can be said to strengthen my argument when drawing 

attention to farming practices. These practices draw on a multitude of sources, some 

abstract and some concrete.  

Knowledge derived from the Vedas on what kind of behavior society appreciates, for 

example, are abstract and complex. Just as knowledge derived from politicians, activists 

and lobbyists on how conspicuous consumption and resource extraction contributes to 

global warming is abstract and complex too. Knowledge on how essences from a Neem 

stick can be used to fight tooth decay, or how residues from pesticide in a spray-can end 

up in breast-milk or exterminate pollinators as well as pests, are just as technical and 
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intricate as knowledge on how essences from a lower caste person or a menstruating 

woman can defile a meal, spoil good water, or cause the growing buds to wither and die. 

The difference, as I see it, lies not in the intricacy, complexity, abstractness or generality 

of knowledge, but in the value ascribed to the knowledge itself.  

This dissertation is not meant to be a critical review of how Indian state officials do their 

job. It is not about revealing some sacred, ecological knowledge amongst the people of 

Rani MǕjri either. Rather, it is about showing how intrinsically social the idea of climate 

change is.  

It is also an attunement towards a realization that the people of Rani MǕjri in their actual 

response to climate change, are not that different from anybody else. In Rani MǕjri, the 

climate change idea relates to larger processes of modernity, growth, morality and 

sociality. Failing to notice this; that the idea expresses itself as part of the social world in 

which it flows, we might in the process of making people óawareô, run the risk of 

unwillingly contributing to processes of oppression and marginalization, or lose out on a 

ómodeô of knowing the world.  

I argue that if the idea of climate change would draw less on the polarizing view of 

knowledge-archetypes and of incompatible ontologies, and rather be more óresonantô to 

climate change as a cultural idea that is inspiring or intimidating people to act, then we 

could perhaps communicate easier on how the climate change process comes to affect us 

all. The least one can do is to address the issue, and this dissertation is aimed at doing 

that. 
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Outline of Chapters 
 

My dissertation is divided into three parts. The first part encompasses the first three 

chapters, intended to provide the reader with the theoretical context and the background 

necessary for the following analysis. The second part intends to introduce the context of 

the anthropological fieldwork, with an empirical focus on practice and skill. The third 

part encompass my main discussion, focusing on cosmological chains of causality in the 

context of global warming, modernity and óprogressô. 

 

Analytical and Methodological Departures  
 

In this section, I outline the theoretical and analytical background for my discussion. I 

also position myself to contemporary anthropological approaches to climate change, and 

suggest how I intend to proceed. 

Chapter 1: Anthropology and Climate Change Resonance 
 
I begin by outlining what has become the sub-field óAnthropology of Climate Changeô. 

Climate change appears in anthropology both as a study of the physical phenomenon of 

global warming and its consequences, and as climate change as an idea. I position myself 

within this field, and identify a few central, contemporary debates that has informed my 

own analysis.  

After addressing the theoretical background for my forthcoming discussion, I show how 

in North India, there is a tendency for climate change information to travel enmeshed in 

an óawarenessô campaign, implying the subjects of this campaign as óunawareô of the 

processes of they are part.  
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Part three of chapter one spring out of my ethnography amongst the farmers in Rani 

MǕjri, and addresses the problems I see arising from the climate change idea as it 

manifests itself in global policy to bring óenlightenmentô to the óunawareô. This leads up 

to a discussion of the idea being appropriated in a discourse of óprogressô and 

ómodernityô. I conclude with arguing that in Rani MǕjri, the climate change idea embeds 

itself in concerns about deteriorating relationships between humans and the environment, 

humans and the deities, and humans and other humans.  

Chapter 2: Into the Field. Methodology and Place 
 
This chapter begins with a description of where my fieldwork took place, and how I went 

about to acquire the ethnography. It also discusses the role of the óvillageô in 

anthropological studies, and how the idea of an óidealô site of fieldwork influence onesô 

choices. Moving on to methodology, the chapter will especially address that of 

participant observation, and the ethical conundrums that was relevant for the process and 

the outcome of my analysis.  

In the final part, I argue that the ópersonal equationô of an embodied fieldwork gave a 

tacit sensitivity to certain issues. I proceed to outline parts of my own ópersonal 

equationô, emphasizing the one that perhaps shaped my ethnography the most; my 

gender, my age, and my social status as a North European, married mother. The one of 

gender has perhaps influenced my ethnography the most, and as such, the chapter ends 

with describing the position of the women in the village in which I resided through a 

contemporary life-cycle from being a child to an elderly female. 

Backdrops 
 
In the middle section, comprising chapters 3, 4 and 5, I discuss the complexity and the 

diversity in which people in Rani MǕjri relate to the environment, and to climate change.  

 



- 25 - 

Chapter 3: An Introduction to Rani MǕjri 
 

In this chapter, I provide a more thorough description of Rani MǕjri by giving the 

environmental issue of the surrounding area an historical context.  

My historical introduction is meant to give a perspective on the changes taking place in 

region, because it is from this that the discourses I discuss in later chapters, gain their 

momentum. I have chosen to section this historical contextualization into the pre-

colonial, colonial and post-colonial periods (or 'time remembered') and lastly 

contemporary Rani MǕjri.  

With a more historical approach, attention is drawn to how people, places and 

relationship change with lengthy time-spans, such as how the dialogical movement of soil 

and water shapes the landscape by rising tectonic plates, the fluctuations in the worldôs 

atmosphere and temperature from ice ages to tropical ages, to the rivers flowing down the 

Himalayan hills cutting down into the sandy ground of the Shivalik Hills.  

It will also describe some of the important changes that simultaneously have occurred in 

governance the last hundred years, including the creation of an óEco-Sensitive Zoneô 

encompassing the village, and an outline of the ówatershed-management projectô that 

guided me to the village in the first place.  

Chapter 4: Waterways 
 

In this chapter, I introduce the contemporary social fabric of the village by following the 

trajectory of water. I emphasize how water-right correlate to social status based on caste, 

and how it is seen to juxtapose with economic and political leverage tied to the statuses of 

landowner and landless.  

To do this requires a presentation of the social fabric of Rani MǕjri where I focus on 

economic and political strife, as well as on religious and ritual relations which emphasize 

unity and cooperation. I attempt to achieve this more complex village reading by 
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alternating two ñopticsò with which I bring the different relations forth, one ómaterialô 

and one óritualô. I choose to alternate these ñopticsò to argue that to define what the 

village is, who resides in it, and what might benefit whom, is more complex than it 

appears in the government records that define the way of óprogressô.  

Finally, the chapter will address how inequality matters for how certain groups, be it 

because of caste or landownership, are capable to óadjustô to the prospects of climate 

change.  

Chapter 5: Seasons 
 

This chapter forms the ethnographic basis for my position on knowledge, outlined in 

chapter 1, and my conclusion in my final chapter.  

In this chapter, I emphasize Rani MǕjrian seasonality as a way of ódwellingô in an 

environment offered by a phenomenological approach. I follow Rajput landowner 

families in their daily practices over the six seasons and bring out the importance of the 

weather; be it rain, wind, sun or drought, in affecting the rhythm and tempo of work and 

leisure. It will address how the human-environment relationship is often of a quite 

practical sort, as it is a result of tedious and hard work, and in how it hinges on a 

benevolent environment.  

To initiate the growing season at the right time, for example, the farmers of Rani MǕjri 

were found to draw on numerous sources. They would interpret local weather-signs, 

listen to meteorological forecasts on the TV, and read reports on the progression of the 

monsoon in the local news-paper. They would also consider advice given by local priests, 

farmers almanacs, passing school-principals, parents, grandparents, friends, and family, 

and probably many other sources that went unnoticed by the anthropologist. All of this, 

merged with individual experiences of past mistakes and successes, weaving into a ófeelô 

or óknackô, into skill.  
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This interweaved with notions of auspiciousness, that was found to be important for 

knowing when, how and why certain practices should be done. The chapter is thus 

concluded with a discussion of what notions of auspiciousness meant.  

From óAwarenessô to óResonanceô 
 

This latter section discusses the issues that arise when the óawareness discourseô overlook 

important aspects of everyday life. It also forms the background for my discussion around 

various aspects to climate change disengagement, as the idea transmits around the globe.  

Chapter 6: The Awareness Campaign 
 

This chapter argues that policy work on environmental awareness (thus also on climate 

change) around Rani MǕjri, does not operate on a blank slate, but rather fuses quite 

notably with the long history of state- and NGO intervention in the Shivalik hills. 

Looking at the ójunctionsô this óawareness campaignô filtered through, attention is drawn 

to how the projects and schemes benefited groups of the village community unequally. 

Investigating some of the reasons why this inequality became prominent, it becomes 

apparent that the village community itself was subjected to a more complex discourse.  

Considering certain ógapsô and ómistranslationsô of knowledge, it is possible to argue that 

the discourse on ñawarenessò drew its strength from an old dichotomy between the 

óprogressedô and the óbackwardô; the óscientificô and the ónon-scientificô. The last part of 

the chapter thus traces how the villagers became óenvironmental subjectsô based on this 

dichotomy, and concludes with ethnographic observations of how the dichotomy 

becomes replicated in the village through what I have called the ñawareness campaignò. 
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Chapter 7: In the Hands of BhagvǕn 
 

This chapter explores reactions to two monsoon-related misfortunes that took place 

during the time of my fieldwork: a devastating flood and a minor landslide. It also 

explores the chains of causality that emerged, and how people were found to draw on 

notions of sin and fate, and of global warming. 

My argumentation base itself on what I discussed in chapter 5, that notions of 

auspiciousness (or; the ñrightò time for things to happen) was linked to the active relation 

between humans and their environment, as human action or in-action was seen to 

influence and alter the surroundings directly. The middle section of this chapter thus 

proceed to discuss how people react when unexpected misfortune happens (such as the 

flood or the landslide), and whether it could be argued that humans had played a part in 

causing the misfortune, as well as fortunate events.  

The latter half of this chapter discuss how the óscientificô and the óreligiousô ideas of the 

drivers and effects of global warming can be interweaving so easily in the village. I argue 

this happens because both are, in fact, morally biased climate change interpretations. 

Both the ideas point to how global warming is related to deteriorating relationships 

between humans and their environment. This enables a concluding discussion, of why 

and how I see local responses to environmental degradation and global warming pass 

unnoticed by policymakers and various community developers. It also opens up for a 

discussion of advantages and disadvantages with bringing this relationship to light. 

Thereafter I suggest, tentatively, a way to proceed. 

Conclusive Remarks 

I conclude the dissertation with a summary of my findings. It also contains a suggestion 

to how to proceed with approaching climate change less as a neutral fact, and more as a 

morally infused idea.  
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This entails to approach climate change as something more than reflecting a scientific 

process, but a concept that revolves around passing judgements on the numerous 

relationships that humans have with others, and the world we share. 

I conclude to suggest that, if the goal is to motivate people for action or response to the 

climate change process, it might be useful to approach the climate change idea by way of 

ñresonanceò. In looking for resonance over dissonance to how the idea manifests itself in 

pratices, then people appear not so different from each other at all. This will not solve the 

issues that people around the world will face with a changing climate, but it might make 

talking about what to do with the issues a little bit easier.    
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Chapter 1      
 Anthropology and Climate Change  
 

This chapter includes a short overview of the sub-discipline óanthropology of Climate 

Changeô. As I outlined in my introduction, I identified the people of Rani MǕjri as 

subjected to a certain form of óawareness campaignô directed towards sensitizing the rural 

hill villagers to developmental and environmental challenges in the region.  

In this chapter, I will also develop my argument that the local response to the climate 

change process went un-noticed, because the climate change idea had become embedded 

in a particular discourse. This discourse is closely related to how the current climate 

change situation propagated ñawarenessò in policy and politics. The discourse was not 

attuned to peopleôs intimate relationship with the weather and the rhythm of the seasons, 

and did not register thar peopleôs daily practices were directed at mitigating future 

climate uncertainty. As a consequence, the people of Rani MǕjri appeared ñunawareò and 

ñbackwardò. I argue, that they were infact voicing their concerns in another cosmological 

framework, one of religious morality and changing social relations in the face of 

ñprogressò. This enables me to discuss various reasons for the apparent disengagement 

locally with climate change information, and to look at the relation this information has 

to local concepts of knowledge and modernity. 

This argument of discourse directing attention away from certain ways of knowing the 

world, requires a more thorough presentation of how I look at knowledge, and how it 

appears in the North Indian discourse of climate change. Before I do, I would like to turn 

to the context for the debates that influence óanthropology of Climate Changeô at the time 

of writing.  
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The Anthropology of Climate Change  
 

There is no doubt that a global climate change process is taking place, that it happens at 

an unprecedented speed, and that it will have unknown consequences. From around 1975 

until today, the average global temperature has risen sharply, culminating in the warmest 

year on record, 2016, with a global world average one degree above pre-industrial 

average (represented by the 1850-1900 reference period) (NASA 2017). The warming of 

the globe has caused the sea level to rise, as water from melting ice on land and in the sea 

adds to the expansion of sea water as it heats up. These changes is found to affect global 

weather patterns, causing óabnormalô weather and óirregularitiesô in the seasons around 

the world. An increasingly unified group of experts argue that the tempo of these changes 

are ñvery likely caused by human activityò (Crate and Nuttall 2009:10, Hijioka, Y. et al 

2014).  

 

The fact that climate change relates explicitly to human-environment relations in being a 

social, political and economic issue is a relatively recent addition to social anthropology, 

but the discipline has a long tradition with human-environment studies.  

In an impressive reader on Anthropology and Climate Change, Michael R. Dove (2014) 

for example, show how an Anthropology of Climate Change can be said to have 

developed from ideas that climate and environment determines human character and 

culture, and on the effect of climate on the rise and fall of civilizations. Dove traces these 

ideas back to the 1370s with the Tunisian geographer Ibn Khaldûn, and to the influential 

philosopher Immanuel Kant, who suggested that climate and psychology were causally 

linked7 (Dove 2014:2, see also Peterson and Broad 2009:72; Hulme 2009:20). 

With time, this direction became associated with what later has been called 

óenvironmental determinismô, from which some arguments derived were often used to 

                                                 
7 Kant went as far as to suggest that intense, extreme climates would foster a predisposition 

towards chaos, half-wittedness, etc., whilst temperate zones would foster tolerant, organized 

societies (Hulme 2009:20). 
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justify racism and imperialism (Frenkel 1992 in Peterson, & Broad, 2009:72). This 

association with determinism and also Darwinism marked an ebb (although never a full 

halt) in anthropological dealings with the environment. In the 1990s, anthropological 

interest in human-environment relations again grew as a response to what has been called 

óthe greenhouse summerô of 1988, when the ñWestò realized that there might be a malign 

climate change taking place, and that humans could actually be responsible for the 

destruction of the environment (Hulme 2009: xxxi). 

In 2017, there is no longer any doubt that the effects of global warming can be seen to 

shape social, political and economic relations, politics and policy, financial investments, 

media discourses and the attention of civil society.   

Our knowledge about the process and the prospects of the escalating climate changes, and 

the indications that the actions of human kind alter the precondition for life on this planet, 

has led to a burgeoning amount of studies revolving around diverse aspects of climate 

change in anthropology.  

 

In anthropology, climate change appears both as a meteorological process, a physical fact 

and as an idea and phenomenon, changing the preconditions for how we live. The 

situation considered, it has become prominent to address through ethnographic accounts, 

how climate change impinges on local communities around the world.  

 

Over the last few years, anthropologists have offered rich ethnographic contributions, 

varying in focus from studies on adaption, migration, policymaking, governmentality and 

risk management to perceptions of the environment, and of psychological mechanisms of 

fear and anxiety. The scope of interdisciplinary possibilities, and public interest, in 

anthropological climate change directed studies were expressed quite clearly at the 2016 

Royal Anthropological Institute (RAI) and the British Museumôs international Climate 

Change conference in London, UK, where contributions from approximately 560 

delegates contributed together, from fields such as development studies, urban planning, 

linguistics, archeology, meteorology, political ecology, medical anthropology, 
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environmental studies and art, all somehow trying to grasp the influence of climate 

change on human, social life (RAI News 2016).  

 

These contributions appeared in the wake of many interesting transdisciplinary 

conversations on the role of anthropology in climate change studies. Especially with the 

increasing mobillization from a diverse scientific community arguing for a redefinition of 

this geological epoch as the óAnthropoceneô.  

 

According to the western scientific tradition, amongst other, the history and evolution of 

this planet reaches into ódeep timeô, a recognition of the vastness of earth's geological 

history8  (Irvine 2014:162). In this perspective, the existence of humans as species in time 

is vanishingly small. In deep time, processes take place on a scale human history do not 

register, or barely registers, such as the geological creation of the Alps or the Andes, 

which both consist of ñmaterials deposited at the bottom of the seaò (Hutton 1788:219-20 

in Irvine 2014:163).   

According to the British Geological Survey (BGS), for example, human kind at the 

present lives in the Quaternary period9, divided into the geological epoch of the 

Pleistocene (approximately 1.8 million years ago) and then subcategorized in the 

Holocene (which encompass the last 11.700 years of the planets history). The Holocene 

is characterized geologically in the extent of sediments deposits on land and sea, and it 

encompasses the rise of post-stone age humans (BGS 2017).  

 

                                                 
8 The discovery of deep time is often attributed to the Scottish naturalist James Hutton (1726-

1792), by many thought of as the founder of modern geology (Irvine 2014:162). This is 

somewhat misleading, argues Irvine, as non-European engagements with earthôs history on deep 

timescales has been present before that, like with Persian polymath Ibn Sina (c 980-1037), 

theorizing on uplift and erosion in mountain ranges of the Amur Darya Valley (ibid).  

9 In geology, one operates with a timescale where the largest stretches of time are the eons, then 

comes the periods, the epochs and finally the ages. 
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The growing interest in renaming the age we live in as  longer as the Anthropocene, was 

popularized by Eugene Stoermer and Paul Crutzen (Chakrabarty 2009a; Haraway et al. 

2016). It ñnames an age in which human industry has come to equal or even surpass the 

processes of geology, and in which humans in their attempt to conquer nature have 

inadvertently become a major force in its destruction» (Crutzen and Stoermer 2000 in  

Haraway, et al., 2016:535; Baer and Singer 2014:13).  

This is based on the observations that there has been a high rise in humanly produced 

carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions since 1950s. CO2 is an important heat-trapping gas 

which, released through respiration, volcanic eruption, and from human activities such as 

burning of fossil fuels in industry and transport (NASA 2017) gathers in the atmosphere 

with other ñclimate gasesò.  

 

This causes what is commonly known as the ógreenhouseô effect; heat-trapping gases that  

prevents heat from escaping the planetôs atmosphere. This process keeps the globe 

temperate, but the relatively sudden increase of gases have caused an increase in the 

globes capacity to retain heat. In fact, in the 65 million-year records of carbon dioxide 

levels, scientists are unaware of any paralleled rate of increase of gases. The sheer speed 

of it makes it difficult to predict scientifically how the earth will respond. 

 

To call for a órenamingô of a geological period is a significant point for anthropologists, 

irrespectively of being accepted as such, because it signifies the acknowledgement that 

humans and our environment are explicitly related.  

I cannot do justice to the full  debate here, but I will superficially address how the 

concepts of ñnatureò and ñcultureò at various points in the discipline of anthropology has 

been found to be complex and relative to the place and time in which they developed. 

The concepts are studied as being inextricably tied to the development of western science 

and philosophy. One important aspect of that, is that nature and culture as concepts 

appear as dichotomies which receive meaning in being the opposite of the other. It does, 
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however, not imply that therse concepts appear as dichotomies in other ways or places of 

knowing the world.  

 

Looking to the concept of ónatureô, for example, one finds that throughout the history of 

the Roman Empire it began to entail a connotation with ówildernessô, which was opposed 

to cleared, separated and cultivated land (Descola 2013:53-55). Both anthropologists 

Philippe Descola (2013) and William Cronon (1996) in their historical readers on the 

relationship between nature and culture in western history, show how there is nothing 

natural (as in ógivenô) about the concept of ónatureô, neither is there ñnothing natural 

about the concept of ówildernessôò (Cronon 1996:73, also Dove 1992). For a more 

comprehensive discussion of how studies of the relationship between ñnatureò and 

ñcultureò has varied according to general developments in social science, I recommend 

Descola (2013) as particularly useful10.  

 

That climate change has set the the relationship between humans and our environment in 

relief once again, has not gone unnoticed in the various departments of anthropology. In 

the words of Haraway (2016:535): in the Anthropocene, ñnature is no longer what 

conventional science imagined it to beò, and that consequently, ñhumans themselves can 

no longer be what classical anthropology and human sciences thought they wereò 

(ibid:535). Earth and its environment can no longer be seen as detached from human 

kind, but rather as being inextricable from humanity and their actions. If this is true, then  

                                                 
10 I appreciate his contribution, not for his redefinition of the terms on anemism, totemism, nor 

his extensive musings on the human-animal relationship, ontology and relativism, but for the 

way he twists and turns the readersô mind into really seeing, that there are different ways of 

classifying even the most basic things. Also Michael Doveôs compilation of key works within the 

history of anthropological studies of climate and society (Dove 2014) offers a good reader on the 

subject, and for the role of culture to environmental studies specifically, I recommend Kay 

Miltonôs reader from (2002[1996]) and (Argyrou 2005). 
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the process of climate change and how it affects both humanity and our environment, is 

intimately connected to our conceptualization of the evolution of planet Earth, and of the 

role humans are seen to play in it.   

How this knowledge then embed itself with the idea in other places of the globe, then, has 

recently come into attention with anthropologists. 

 

The Climate Change Idea in Ethnography  
 

Many of the early ethnographic studies on climate change came as a response to a call 

from the editors of óAnthropology and Climate Change, from Encounters to Actionsô by 

Susan Crate and Mark Nuttall in 2009. Both authors have engaged with the possible role 

of climate change as óthreat multiplierô, a factor that which might magnify and exacerbate 

existing tensions and problems, and voiced a need for ethnographic contributions to the 

field of climate science (Crate and Nuttall 2009:11).  

Anthropology in particular is well suited to provide this, especially with the rich history 

of human-environment studies already produced. With such a rich ethnographic 

biography, I have chosen to concentrate here on the current field at the time of 

publishing.  

To do this, I would like to draw on Baer and Singer (2014), who have attempted to 

categorize current anthropological approaches to the field by looking at the dominant 

trends in climate change ethnographies.  

Alongside what Baer and Singer (2014) name the archaeological approaches 

(considering ñpast and current evidence of climate changes and their effects on and 

responses of human communitiesò (ibid:61), I see my own contribution as an eclectic 

approach, which in essence is a blend of three approaches, which I outline below. 

 



- 37 - 

Cultural Ecological Approaches 

These studies are concerned about risk, and about the capability for human social systems 

to adapt to new potential climate change scenarios. These studies look at how resilient 

social networks can be, and to what extent culture, or what cultures, have social 

mechanisms to cope. One such approach is exemplified by the anthropologist Marcela 

Vásquez-León (2009) who deals with climate change and changing agricultural practices 

amongst Hispanic farmers in South Eastern Arizona. Whilst Vásquez-León find the 

farmers capable to adapt (to a certain degree, at least) to a changing climate, it is mostly 

through the efficacy of social resilience, defined as: ñthe capacity of an individual, 

community or system to adapt in order to sustain an acceptable level of function, 

structure and identityò (Edwards 2009:18 in Baer and Singer 2014:20). Vásquez-León 

finds that social cohesion in local networks enhance farmers opportunities to manage 

through rough climates and unpredictable weather, and as such her study enriches our 

understanding of humans relating to climate change as physical phenomenon and process. 

Vásquez-León resilience-study does not explicitly address how the climate change idea 

manifests itself amongst the Hispanic, another contribution focusing on risk and 

adaptation does. Studies in this category, however, have a tendency to address the issue 

of climate change as physical phenomenon more than as an óideaô or as ódiscourseô, but 

there are exceptions. 

Mathias Borg Rasmussen (2016) in his ethnography amongst Catholic villagers in 

Recuay, located in the Andean Foothills of Peruôs Cordillera Blanca, notes that the 

villagers do not only adapt to the climate change process, but to the idea as well 

(Rasmussen 2016:3). In Recuay, peopleôs livelihoods are sensitive to changes in 

precipitation and temperature, and local life revolves around stable water supply from 

melting water from retreating glaciers that they observe as retreating. The insecurity of 

water stability worries the people in Recuay, especially as the Atoq Huacanca river, 

providing them with water, is said to have turned into a ñrebelò, or a ñDiablo Riverò 

(Devil river). This Rasmussen argues supports his argument that ñclimate is being 
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adapted into worlds rather than people adapting to climate changeò (Rasmussen 2016:2). 

We see here then, a notion that the climate change process, becomes embedded in a 

culturally specific idea, crossing over to what Baer and Singer (2014) define as cultural 

interpretive or phenomenological approaches. 

 

Phenomenological Approaches 

These studies concern the ósense-makingô of climate change, of perceptions and 

interpretations of weather and climate phenomena. Studies here concern the construction 

of meaningfulness, and the perceptions and the interpretations of a changing 

environment, often exploring the relation between ólocalô knowledge and climate 

phenomena (Baer and Singer 2014: 67,71). Here, we find contributions on how people 

perceive climate change, and how perception matters for the comprehension of the 

climate change process. As I draw on several contributions from these more 

phenomenological approaches, I will discuss here what such an approach might entail. 

 

The issues addressed by phenomenological approaches are related to what we might call 

the knowledge of, but the lack of immediate perception of, climate change. Consider how 

global climate change happens on a timescale beyond human existence on this planet. 

The earthôs average climate has been found to have been fluctuating between tropical to 

ice-age climates several times in its 4.5 billion years, of which humans have occupied its 

surface for a mere 200.000 years (Tuttle 2017). For a human individual, who ï being 

lucky ï will partake in 80-90 years in the planetôs history, his or her experience of 

óclimate changeô as physical phenomenon can at best qualify as an experience of change 

to local weather and the seasons.  

The phenomenological approaches on how climate change as physical phenomenon 

becomes expressed in the idea, revolve around the issue of whether humans can 

experience, or perceive climate change at all.  
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To illustrate what lies at heart of this complex issue, I would like to draw on some of the 

reflections made by historian Dipesh Chakrabarty (2009a;2009b) about the 

óAnthropoceneô outlined earlier in the chapter, and what it might come to mean to the 

perceived segregation of the natural and human histories (and their disciplines).   

In one of his lectures, he argues that the climate crisis is tied to how we perceive our life 

on this planet, but not as socialist, capitalist, nationalist identities (Chakrabarty 

2009b:217). Although acknowledging the climate crisis as a crisis of capitalist 

ómismanagementô, he seems to think that the issue runs deeper than that. He argues that 

ñthe discussion about the crisis of climate change can produce affect and knowledge 

about collective human pasts and futures that work at the limits of historical 

understandingò (ibid:221), and that this limit in part is derived from the fact that humans, 

although experiencing specific effects of the crisis, cannot experience the whole 

phenomenon.  

Further, Chakrabarty draws upon his Chicago colleague David Archerôs work, to say that 

humans are kind of ñhardwiredò into not being able to identify with people two 

generations before us. We are ñdeeply present-oriented creaturesò, he says, that at the 

same time can cognitively think very far. Climate scientists are therefore asking the 

impossible - to ñidentify in our imagination with something that we can only cogitate 

about, but not actually agitate about in our hearts.  

There is a sense of urgency in the apparently impossible plea of climate scientist: to bring 

the geological sublime within the realm of affectò (Chakrabarty 2009a).  

 

There have been many insightful observations that has come from utilizing such a 

phenomenological approach, upon which large parts of my own analysis also draw. But 

as Baer and Singer (2014) objects, and which will become clearer below, 

phenomenological approaches often tend to avoid addressing how the knowledge of 

climate change, or perceptions of the environment, might relate to how social relations 

also has to do with power. Power, both in who wields it and how it is wielded, is relevant 

both in how individuals and communities experience their environment. This makes 
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studies that include both local and global processes of power, possibility and oppression 

to the idea of climate change, important to address. Here, critical approaches has 

contributed greatly to the list of climate change studies in anthropology. 

 

Critical Approaches 

Critical approaches to climate change as an idea, concept or discourse, can in India be 

introduced with the works of Bina Agarwal (1992), Meera Nanda (2004), Emma 

Mawdsley (2006) and Asher Ghertner (2011).  

Agarwal (1992) see the environmentalistic and ecological philosophy in India as being 

very ideological. She argues that the key for saving nature is to better the position of 

women, and she is critical of the tendency for environmentalists in India to identify 

women as closer to ónatureô, and men being closer to ócultureô. Agarwal thus disputes the 

ñecofeministò neglect of economic and political factors (Agarwal 1992:122) and calls for 

studies that see violence against women as not only ideological, but also material.  

Another more radical critique towards ideology in environmental movements in India 

come from Nanda (2004). She criticizes environmental movements in India for 

mobilizing the masses by invoking Hindu (nationalist) imagery and myths, arguing that 

ñ[j]ust about every popular Hindu ritual or idea has been tapped for its potential for 

mobilization of behalf of the environmentò (Nanda 2004:1), such as the infamous north 

Indian Chipko-movement which has made women tying rakhis (ornamental wristband 

with ritual significance) to trees, conduct pǕni pȊjas (water worship) to promote water 

conservation and do Krishna worships to promote pastures for the cows, indicating a 

tendency to camouflage that social movements (like these environmental movements) are 

ideologically burdened with ñleft wing politics but right wing epistemology and 

cosmologyò (Nanda 2004:2).  

Mawdsely (2006) too, has looked more closely at the way environmentalism enters 

Indian national politics through Hinduism, and examines the parallels between the 

discourses of the Hindu Right and those of neo-traditionalist environmentalists 
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(Mawdsley 2005:308). She argues that ñneo-traditionalist theoriesò, or romanticized and 

conservative visions of the past, entangle with environmental history and contemporary 

environment-livelihood struggles. In so doing, she argues, ñthey have significant parallels 

with Hindu nationalist readings of history and changeò (Mawdsley 2005:382).  

  

The writer, environmentalist and social activist Vandana Shiva (1988, 2008) should also 

be mentioned here. Shiva has an enormous influence on the way environmental studies 

are brought about in India, and her genuine concern for how development in India might 

cause more poverty ñby depriving local communities of the ability to meet their basic 

needsò (Shiva 2008:4). Shiva draws public attention to the global climate change crisis 

through discrediting gene modification and farming based on chemical fertilizers, 

fighting for lowering human energy and resource consumption.  

 

Lastly, Ghertner (2011) draws attention to how environmental policy fuse with internal 

state politics. Ghertner indicates that environmental policy in India focusing on being 

ógreen and cleanô is encompassed in a normative assessment of ódirtô and ódisorderô in the 

courtrooms of Delhi. He looks especially to the preparations for the 2010 Commonwealth 

Games in Delhi, when he notes a clear tendency for policy makers to ñmore broadly 

frame questions of urban development and political economy in environmental language 

at this timeò (Ghertner 2011: 148). He notes, that both poverty and disorder were seen to 

disturb the impression of a ócleanô and ógreenô city, derived from a national pressure to 

ñclean up the cityò through different campaigns before the games. One example was the 

ñClean Delhi, Green Delhiò campaign, which was aimed at instilling the population with 

ñcivic pride in the cleanliness and appearance of India's capital cityò (Ghertner 

2011:148).  Consequently, argues Ghertner, lower caste inhabitants of the city slums 

became subjected to a new form of ñgreen aestheticò, or more explicitly, ña distinct 

observational grid (or legibility) for making normative assessments of social spaceò 

(Ghertner 2011:148).  

 



- 42 - 

As much as I appreciate these critical approaches for drawing attention to important 

political entanglements the climate change idea might have in policy, the contributions 

above also lack the perceptive and tacit notion of the environment that the 

phenomenological approaches offer. The discourse-oriented approaches for example,  

revolve around problems with the ótransmitterô of climate knowledge, and place much of 

the agency for change on the óglobalô, or the óstateô. In doing this, the approaches tend to 

become quite ótop-heavyô. Reading Agrawal (2005), for example, one is led to see the 

changes that happened to the Kumaonis, in their practices and perceptions about forests, 

as happening only because of institutional transformations, as if the state was all there 

was to inform the Kumaonis on forests.  

The critical approaches do not waver for relations that are not embraced in politics and 

policy, such as those between humans, their friends, lovers, priests, deities, forefathers or 

ghosts. When I aspire to include all of the above in one approach, my analysis according 

to Baer and Singer belongs with the somewhat all-encompassing eclectic approaches 

(Baer and Singer 2014:5). 

 

Eclectic Approaches 

In suggesting this fusion-category, Baer and Singer admit that as most of the researchers 

on climate change within anthropology draw on different theoretical perspectives, it does 

make the boundaries between the approaches are difficult to draw (Baer and Singer 

2014:68). One of the examples they mention as an example is Susan  Crate's (2008) work 

on the Viliui Sakha of the Russian Siberia.  

Crate looks at how local perceptions of a changing climate (and the melting of the perma-

frost) are expressed in narratives about the disappearance of the óBull of Winterô, a 

legendary creature that marks the advent of spring. Quite phenomenological in its 

approach to the Viliui Sakhaôs óBull of Winterô, Crate however also address issues of 

climate adaptation and migration, risk management, thus mixing political issues with 

cultural ósense makingô in one piece. I find that the ethnographies of climate change 
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disengagement are quite ñeclecticò in their approach, and it is also within this approach I 

see my own contribution. I would now like to discuss how the approaches mentioned 

above can work in cohort when analyzing why people engage or disengage with climate 

change. 

Looking at existing studies on this issue, it seems probable that the óproblemô of 

disengagement is located with the órecipientô of climate knowledge, the ótransmitterô of 

knowledge, or in the relation between the two.  

 

To address the first, I find the phenomenological approaches more useful. If the idea fails 

to lodge itself in the everyday lives of people, it might be related to their unique 

perceptions of the world, derived in part from ócultureô, the complex medley of all that 

might define an óusô from an óotherô, and the intimate relationship people have with their 

surrounding milieu.  

 

The second, if the problem is with the ótransmitterô, it is perhaps best addressed with the 

critical approaches outlined above. These are attuned with a sensitivity to the eschewed 

balance of power between those who govern, and those who appear as óenvironmental 

subjectsô. These approaches often locate the issue in the information it self, that when the 

scope of the issue dawns upon the individual, the sheer vastness of the problem produce 

anxiety or a sense of powerlessness, in part because of the distance perceived to exist 

between those in power to make the necessary changes, and those who bear the burden of 

óunwillingô states.  

 

The latter, if the problem lies in its relation, requires a more eclectic analysis. Locating 

the óissueô with disengagement in the relationship between the individualôs perception of 

the world and how society values this relationship, finds the issue being neither the 

information transmitted, nor that something is the matter with individualsô inner 

motivation to act.  It rather indicates that there is not really a disengagement with the 

idea, at all.  
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Some of the contributions on disengagement related to the trifurcation indicated above, 

can be exemplified with Norgaard's (2011) ethnography on climate change idea 

disengagement from óBygdabyô, a small community in West Norway. 

Norgaard (2011) does well in disproving the theory supposing climate change and/or 

environmental knowledge is enough to create social movements or action. If it did, she 

argues, Norwegians who are generally well educated, expressing a high public support 

for environmental movements and being very much óawareô of the processes of global 

warming, would manage to transfer theoretical adaptions to real ósustainableô behavior in 

their everyday lives (Norgaard 2011: xvi).   

This, however, was not the case in Bygdaby per 2011 (Norgaard 2011: xvii). She 

concludes that this lack of action (or reaction) is caused in part because the mere 

awareness of the sincerity of the situation is in fact creating a high level of anxiety and 

stress. This makes Norwegians appear in a state of ódenialô. She is careful to nuance her 

concept of denial, however, and follows the sociologist Stanley Cohen (2001:8 in 

Norgaard 2011:10,11) in distinguishing three forms of denial.  

One is the literal denial (asserting that something is not true ï which climate skeptics 

tend to do. She finds most Norwegians not to be in this category). The second is 

interpretive denial, that ñthe facts themselves are not denied but are instead given a 

different interpretationò (Norgaard 2011:10), a form of denial that she does not press any 

further.  

The third is implicatory denial. This form of denial is a form of ósocially organized 

denialô, where individuals collectively distance themselves from climate change 

information (ibid:9), so that what is denied, is not the information per se, but the 

associated issues; ñthe psychological, political or moral implications that conventionally 

followò (Cohen 2001:8 in Norgaard 2011:11).  

This is what she argues is what has happened in Bygdaby, and for her explains the failure 

to integrate knowledge into social action (Norgaard 2011:11). Her observation is 

insightful, and her three forms of climate change denial quite applicable, I find, to other 
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approaches dealing with issues of knowledge transmission, although I find studies that 

deal with her second form of denial, the óinterpretiveô, of more interest. Especially 

because the óinterpretive denialô might in fact reveal itself to not being a form of denial at 

all, but an acknowledgement, and a reaction to, the climate change process.  

 

Epistemological Considerations 
 

To explain this further, I need to outline which strands of the phenomenological and 

critical traditions that are useful for my eclectic approach. What I find several of other 

eclectic approaches having in common, for example, is the close relation there seems to 

be between óscientific knowledgeô about climate change and ómodernityô when 

addressing disengagement to the climate change idea around the globe. A discussion of 

what this relationship means to my analysis will be discussed below. Understanding 

climate change as an idea, however, I need to explain in more detail what a 

phenomenological approach to ódwellingô and ótemporalityô might offer. I start out with 

the latter. 

 

Temporality 

As we saw with Chakrabarty (2009a;2009b) above, time-perception and 

phenomenological approaches to experience has spurred discussions on how, or to what 

degree, climate change can make ósenseô to people or not. To address these discussions, 

would imply to an outline of the matter of time; what it is and how we do or do not 

perceive it, is in order. 

The study of time is an existential issue that in its complexity fall beyond the scope of 

this thesis, but to be unfairly superficial, it can be noted that in anthropological 

approaches to time, one generally operates with two aspects: time as perceived, and 

relative to individual experience, and time as abstracted and chronological.  
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This latter version of time is often referred to as the Newtonian, measurable óclock timeô 

with (or with anthropologist Alfred Gell's (1992), B-series time, which continues 

unabatedly irrespective of human practice and involvement. In a naturalistic, Newtonian 

understanding of time, time is chronological, linear, and an empty shell, moving on 

irrespectively of how humans feel about it.   

The former aspect of time is thus the one that has been most explicitly addressed in 

anthropology, via the concept of ótemporalityô. With temporality, as I read Nancy Munn 

(1992) another anthropologist addressing time, time appears as it is ólivedô or 

óexperiencedô (resembling Gellôs A-series time). It entails a notion that ñviews time as a 

symbolic process continually being produced in everyday practicesò (Munn 1992:116).  

In this category, time can be said to have quality and meaning. To Munn, who focuses on 

how we can tell or reckon the time, it can also actualize past and future time in the lived 

present.  

The current climate crisis, and the positioning of humans as it appears in the 

Anthropocene especially (as geological agents) ñstretches historical understandingò until 

it is rendered meaningless. Studying temporality as time as it appears to humans then, is 

quite in line with the phenomenological tradition I have referred to above, and something 

that has preoccupied scholars writing on climate change of late. These approaches are 

asking whether humans can experience, sense or perceive changes in the global climate at 

all ï and whether it is because of this lack of ófeelô that people fail to engage.  This is also 

what feminist philosopher Astrida Neimanis from the University of Sydney, together with 

Rachel L. Walker (2014:558) have argued, building of the assumption of the 

phenomenologist philosopher Julien Knebusch (2008) that we are able to sense the 

climate, because we are able to perceive ñbut the relative stability of the weather over 

time (é)ò. They thus develop this notion by talking about the possibility of bodies being 

ñtransfer-points and sensors of climate changeò, and in fact ñweathering the worldò as we 

live, and dwell in it (Neimanis and Walker 2014: 558,559).  
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This concept of dwelling and what it has to say for how people perceive their 

environment, has in Anthropology of Climate Change studies been influenced to a large 

degree by Ingold (1995, 2000, 2010, 2011). As his approach has also been central to the 

development of my own analysis, I need to look more closely to what ódwellingô for 

Ingold entails.  

 

On óDwellingô and óBeing-in-the-Worldô  

In anthropology, phenomenological approaches have often drawn on the existential 

philosophy of Martin Heidegger, who put perception as the most fundamental way 

humans build all knowledge or wisdom (Smith 2016). Heideggerôs concept of dasein, the 

óbeing-in-the-worldô (or ñthere-beingò), is thus crucial to understand Ingoldôs ódwellingô 

perspective. Although not following Heidegger explicitly11 (but rather through Merlau-

Ponty and Gibson), Heideggerôs notion of dasein is also central to the development of 

Ingoldôs approach to understand ódwellingô. Some central principles Ingold seems to 

share with Heidegger are these: 

For Heidegger, dasein is a being that perceives the world through activities and 

commitments. Dasein percieves as a ñbeing concerned about its beingò (Kelly 2016), and 

does so in the act of ódwellingô.  Heidegger saw humans as beings that understands ñwhat 

the world contributes to us and what we contribute to the world (é) without reducing 

one to the otherò (Kelly 2016). Humans to Heidegger live in a ñrevealedò world. For 

Ingold, as well as with Heidegger, ñI dwell, you dwellò is the same as ñI am, you areò 

(Heidegger 1971:147 in Ingold 2011:10) so that ñevery person is, before anything else, a 

being-in-the-worldò (Ingold 2000:168).  

                                                 
11 If the concept of dwelling came from Heidegger, perception (thus also movement) from Ingold 

came from the ecological realist James Gibson (1979) (Ingold 2011:11). The essence of 

perception, argues Ingold, is movement, and Gibson - in rejecting Cartesian dualisms on mind 

and body - saw perception as ñthe achievement of the whole organism as it moves about in its 

environmentò (ibid). 
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Heidegger excluded animals in his concept of dwelling, arguing that they might have an 

environment, but that they were ñdeprived of a worldò (Heidegger 1995:239 in Ingold 

2011:11). This arguement makes Ingold depart with Heideggerôs notion of dwelling, and 

as such Ingold proceeds to define his own use of the word, which I follow up to a point. 

 

Ingold also draw upon Bourdieu (2005, 2010[1977]) and his notion of óhabitusô and 

practice to define óbeing in the worldô. To Ingold, in humansô practical engagement with 

their environment, they acquire dispositions, a sort of embodied knowledge, adding up to 

their habitus12 (Bourdieu 2005, 2010 [1977]). Ingold (2000) reads Bourdieu as saying that 

the habitus does not so much express itself in practice, as it subsists in it, in a ñpractical 

mastery that we associate with skillò (Ingold 2000:162).  

With Ingold, people develop perceptions and skills in a certain way because their habitus 

has made them attuned to the environment in which they dwell. With Ingold (2011) we 

thus recognize a life-world, that relates to a certain notion of place and time. In the act of 

dwelling, humans perceive a ólife-worldô, one that relates to a certain notion of space (or 

place) and time (Ingold 2011:142). The dwelling actor with Ingold acts and conducts 

practical operations, or tasks, in what Ingold calls a ótaskscapeô. This is a concept that for 

Ingold makes it possible to acknowledge that all tasks are embedded in sociality, and as 

such, all everyday life practices are constitutive for ódwellingô.  

 

In the act of dwelling to Ingold, place takes precedence over space. This is because, 

Ingold argues; people draw a living from land, not space. They plant crops in the earth, 

not space. We feel the wind blowing in the air, not space. ñSpace is nothing, and because 

it is nothing, it cannot truly be inhabited at allò (ibid:146). And it is actually because of 

Ingoldôs notion of place over space, that makes him depart from the concept of dwelling 

                                                 
12 I will get back to Bourdieu and his concept of the habitus in chapter 2, but here it should 

suffice to note that habitus can be considered a set of lasting dispositions, ñlaid down in each 

agent by his earliest upbringingò (Bourdieu 2010[1977]):81), and acting on the individual as the 

ñmatrix of perceptionò (Bourdieu 2010[1977]):83) through which he or she engage with the 

world. 
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in his later work. Ingold sees the concept of dwelling as confining people into 

immobility, and thus departs from ódwellingô as his core concept to give primacy to 

movement. Departing from ódwellingô to óinhabitingô seems for Ingold a way to give 

place a sense of movement, which happen ñcontinuously, along lines in a ómeshworkô 

(Ingold 2011: 146,149). Ingold does this by emphasizing that all beings exist in the world 

as wayfarers in a ómeshworkô. In his book óBeing Aliveô (2011) Ingold thus focus more 

on the act of movement through wayfaring, creating a ómeshworkô. He argues that as ñlife 

happens along a line, not in a place, we are not place-bound, as we move, we make 

placesò (Ingold 2011:148).   

Although I do empathize with Ingoldôs current move towards movement and away from 

dwelling in his 2011 óBeing Aliveô, I still find the concept of dwelling more potent than 

what he offers as an alternative; the very ecological concept of óinhabitationô. To me, the 

concept of dwelling still functions in explaining how people relate to, experience and 

utilize their knowledge about the environment; at least it does so, if dwelling also entails 

that perceptions change not only with the individual, but how the individual relates to a 

larger social structure of power and hierarchy. 

 

This is where, in my eclectic approach, phenomenological approaches run short of 

answers. These might better be provided by studies in the sub-field of critical 

anthropological approaches, in the way many are directed at addressing how issues of 

capitalism, development and sustainability influence the climate change idea, and how 

where global and social hierarchical relations might change because of climate change 

(Baer and Singer 2014:73,77). In these ethnographies, one might identify a tendency to 

point to how state or capitalist structures misuse the power they wield. Many, but not all, 

of these approaches take shape as Marxist critiques of a late-capitalist, or neo-liberalist 

systems of government, óforcingô people into conspicuous consumption and conformity.  

The notion of ódevelopmentô or óprogressô in the light of climate change in this 

perspective, draws upon a knowledge about the world that is quite particular. The climate 

change idea in Indian politics and policy, for example, reflects quite strongly what Tsing 
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(2005) has called ñthe universal dreamò, and one that diffuse and intertwine with local 

relations of power related to class, caste, gender and age. Through campaigns, projects, 

formal education, media, friends and work, the idea of climate change is materializing in 

projects, meetings, schemes and school curricula, in places, by face to face meetings, as 

part of a discourse, a concept that below will be addressed more closely. 

 

Climate Change as Discourse 
 

As I outlined in the introduction, knowledge about climate change, what it does and how 

to best address it, transmit through a myriad of sources. It passes through state 

government offices, through United Nation-roundtable discussions, editorial offices and 

non-governmental organizations. Here, in climate-policy and action, climate change data 

from models, charts and meteograms stops being just a name for a climatological 

phenomenon, and appears more as an idea, wrapped within a discourse. When 

ethnographies of climate change that deal with the idea of climate change being 

entangled within grids of power uses discourse, they will most often draw on Foucault 

(1984,1995). 

 

In his óArcheology of Knowledgeô, Foucault (1995) outline his use of ódiscourseô as 

knowledge being caught up in a system of reference, as he exemplifies with the text and 

the statement. Following Foucault, discourse relates to statement in the way that 

discourse can be said to be both ñthe general domain of all statements, sometimes as an 

individualizable group of statements, and sometimes as regulated practice that accounts 

for a certain number of statementsò (which Foucault (1995:80) admits is rather fleeting), 

but concludes after a linguistic analysis of óstatementô that the term discourse can be 

defined as the group of statements that belong to a single system of formation (ibid:108) 

such as an economic discourse, or the discourse of natural history etc. 
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The statement will constantly be referring to the time when it was produced, what 

produced it, and what relations brought the text about. In this way, the text becomes a 

ñnode within a networkò (Foucault:1995:23).  

With Foucault, there will be many discourses, many versions of interpreting the text ï or 

making statements about the text, or for me; the idea, or the concept of climate change. 

To argue that there is a discourse of climate change then, allows for people to disagree on 

the technicalities around its cause and consequences, but still to participate in the same 

ñconceptual fieldò (ibid:126).  

A discourse will also, however, carry with it all that is ónot saidô, not that it is hushed into 

silence on purpose, but rather, that it exists under ñthe positive conditions of a complex 

group of relationsò (Foucault 1995:45). These relations can be seen with Foucault as 

being primary, i.e. independent of discourse (in my case, that the globe is warming at 

unprecedented rate), and secondary: what can be said about it (why it is happening, and 

what should be done about it).  

 

As Foucaultôs notion of power is elusive, and ñnot located in a privileged place or 

position, but in the relationship itselfò (Deleuze 1999:26,27), then discourse too, is neither 

to be found here nor there, but in the relation and the actions that derive from it. The 

discourse is then manifesting ñas practices that systematically form the objects of which 

they speakò (Foucault 1995:49).  

It thus becomes the task of the social scientist to question the relationsô mode of 

existence, and to address what it means that just those things were said just then, by that 

person.  ñ[I]n short, that in one way or another, things said say more than themselvesò 

(Foucault 1995:109-110).  

The discourse of climate change then, consists of a particular, and presupposed way, of 

looking at the process of global warming. One that defines what is possible to talk about 

as being climate change. In the case of environmentalist policy approaches in India at 

least, if we can talk about a climate change discourse, then it is as a discourse that works 

from the premise that humans (from being too many and consuming too much) 
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exacerbate the global warming process. But the discourse on climate change does not 

appear without historical context to other discourses. It is rather seen to draw heavily on 

those of ódevelopmentô and óenvironmentalismô, and becomes a discourse hard pressed to 

pin-point as one in its own right. 

In India, I argue that there is a conflation of two already established discourses enveloped 

within the one of climate change. As Dubash (2012) in his edited volume on climate 

change and policy argue, both the developmental- and the environmental discourses can 

be said to have been appropriated on the state level, engulfed by climate change as one 

encompassing approach (ibid:7-9,16). I will thus give these discourses too, a brief 

mention here.  

 

One can look at the ódevelopmental discourseô with James Ferguson (1994), who argue in 

his analysis of a 1975-1984 development project in Lesotho, South Africa, that the 

development discourse in entwined with certain notions of ómodernityô and óprogressô. 

His ethnography also goes to show how the abstracted policies shaping ódevelopment 

projectsô indeed have social effects locally, even the presumed ñfailedò ones. Ferguson 

subsequently draw our attention to the fact that such projects can mask or depoliticize 

other socio-economic factors, even ñwhisking political realities out of sightò (Ferguson 

1994: xv).  

 

The óenvironmentalist discourseô on the other hand, could be read with Argyrou (2005) as 

the movement advocating natural conservation as a counteraction to conspicuous 

consumption.  But to complicate matters, to be óclimate change-awareô is not necessarily 

the same thing as being an ñenvironmentalistò, if we with óenvironmentalist refer to what 

has traditionally been associated with a cultural, largely socialist movement in the 

decades since World War II, seeking to protect ónatureô from human harm  (Cronon 

1996b:25). In the climate change discourse, óconservatismô has to fuse, or make peace, 

with óprogressô. 
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The conflation of the two discourses was explicitly voiced in the 1987 Brundtland 

Commission on sustainable development, and have later lingered in global policy 

through, for example, the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) which in 2017 

had four out of six profiled cases issuing environmentally sound solutions for 

development on their webpage (undp.org 2017).  The United Nations, with large 

international conferences, reports, research and mapping teams, and the ability to move 

significant amounts of allocations and grants, is a major actor in defining both what 

should be addressed, and how. As one of the foremost institutions ótransmittingô climate 

change knowledge and policy on the globe, The United Nations has been particularly 

influential in shaping the concept through their Climate Change panel (IPCC) under their 

Environmental Program (UNEP), a program that even received the 2007 Nobel Price 

(with Al Gore) "for their efforts to build up and disseminate greater knowledge about 

man-made climate change, and to lay the foundations for the measures that are needed to 

counteract such change"(The Nobel Foundation, 2014).  

 

Although a leading actor, the United Nations is not alone in generating international 

discourse on environmental issues. Individual states, too, wield much of the same power, 

accepting or declining advices from the United Nations, they formulate their own climate 

policies and build political careers on environmental politic or climate change adaptions.   

Together with the European Union, the World Bank, large international NGOs like the 

World Wildlife Fund, and all the media houses and lobby groups that take place between 

these and the state or commercial companies, climate change knowledge, how it is 

formulated and by whom and in what manner it travels, take on its hue. Let me pause at 

knowledge for a moment. 

 

In talking about the structuring power, or of the system exerting power to alter, influence 

or regulate human behavior, I return to Foucault. Foucault weights knowledge as crucial. 

ñIf knowledge consists of linking the visible and the articulable, power is its presupposed 

cause; but, conversely, power implies knowledge as the bifurcation or differentiation 
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without which power would not become an actò (Deleuze on Foucault, 1999:39). 

Foucault was intrigued by how power works upon individuals and groups as subtle 

coercion, making people do what was wanted of them, often without knowing that they 

do, as a ómicrophysics of powerô (Foucault in Foucault and Rabinow 1984:183).  

 

This becomes expressed in Foucaultôs notion of ógovernmentalityô. Governmentality 

refers to ñconducting oneselfò according to a kind of governmental rationality, exercised 

by the state to improve its populations. By this rationality ï the act of thinking about how 

things are or ought to be - one can define someone, people, groups, and by defining them, 

they can be controlled and managed, which is what, according to Foucault, a state does. 

 

Governmentality is a concept which has been used by political scientist Arun Agrawal 

(2005) to develop a concept of óenvironmentalityô. Environmentality draws on the 

argumentation above but is with Agrawal also to be used as a ñspecific optic for 

analyzing environmental politics instead of denoting a particular form of itò (Agrawal 

2005:226). To Agrawal, environmentality let the colonial, and the post-colonial Indian 

state could shape, or form, óenvironmental subjectsô: ñpeople who have come to think and 

act in new ways in relation to the environmentò, or: ñfor whom the environment 

constitutes a critical domain of thought and actionò (ibid:16). This optic becomes quite 

important also for my own forthcoming analysis, as Agrawal argues, it might change how 

people ñthink about their actions, positively or negatively, in relation to the environmentò 

(ibid:17).  

In terms of the governmental attention to ódevelopmentô and óprogressô in area of Rani 

MǕjri, one could with Agrawal (2005) argue that the village has become quite óreadableô 

to government interventions as óenvironmental subjectsô. 

Agrawal utilize in his analysis the concept of óenvironmentalityô. Agrawal explores how 

environmental politics on forest conservation played out in Kumaon, North India, and 

developed the concept of óenvironmentalityô as a way of exploring the relationship 

between power and knowledge, and to unfold how the shifts in knowledges have 
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followed forms of government (Agrawal 2005: xii). The concept thus refers to ña specific 

optic for analyzing environmental politics instead of denoting a particular form of itò 

(ibid:226). From this way of viewing, or reading certain relations between the state and 

the individual in a society, a process of shaping, or creating governmental óenvironmental 

subjectsô appear (Agrawal 2005).  

 

The way Agrawal argues the state could do this, is through changes in technologies of 

governance. One example is ñcommunity-based conservationò aimed to transform the 

rural populations into ñaccomplices in environmental and their own controlò (Agrawal 

2005:14), ñshaped anew by the soft hammer of self-regulationò (ibid:15). New regulatory 

bodies appeared within the state too, that shaped social environmental interaction in local 

communities that he calls ñregulatory communitiesò, that enabled new alliances and 

divisions among local residents and their representatives (ibid:7). These changes occurred 

together with the creation of forest councils and more networked forms of power. Careful 

calculation on the part of the state and the community, thus ñtransformed nature into the 

environmentò for the Kumaonis (Agrawal 2005:66), allowing for the environmentally 

aware citizen. With the above, one could perhaps imply also, that the climate change 

discourse has lapsed on to the ongoing process of making óenvironmental subjectsô in 

North India. One can exemplify how viewing Rani MǕjri with an óenvironmentalityô lens, 

can justify government intervention.  

 

A little higher in the hills than the plain villages, a little lower than the proper mountain 

villages, one would register a tiny collection of houses with Hindu farmers. This 

nucleated settlement is placed just so in the Shivalik mountains that its topography 

seemed resistant to being categorized as either. Most have low levels of education, some 

have none at all. Most residents have little financial means, some none at all. By the 

looks of 2017, low prospects of changing this within the next couple of decades. Most of 

these people live from hand to mouth, rely on the richness of their surroundings: the 

forest for firewood and fodder, the channel for water and irrigation, the fields for 
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nutrition and the somewhat agreeable and predictable weather for living, working and 

resting. But with the villagers working actively towards a óbetterô life, with access to 

óbetterô jobs, óbetterô education, with prospects of availability and agency, they have also 

contributed to óglobal warmingô by consumption and intensive farming. People here do 

not speak English (although some words and expressions will be understood, especially 

by the youths), and all but a very few are óunawareô of the processes we associate with 

climate change and óenvironmentalityô, such as the processes of the greenhouse-effect, 

the role of carbon dioxide, or the decomposition time of plastic in the sea.  

With the optic or lens of environmentality, there is certainly a need for intervention ï for 

an óawareness campaignô.  

To make the people of the Shivaliks óawareô of environmental issues, was a peculiar 

enterprise, and as I discussed in chapter 1, closely entwined with concepts of ómodernityô, 

óprogressô and óknowledgeô. As chapter 6 will address more closely, this óawareness 

campaignô would happen via projects and schemes implemented at all levels and sectors; 

in industry, health, water, sanitation, in media, education, and civil society in the urban 

and rural areas of Haryana, and especially, in the rural Shivalik Hills. 

 

The transformation, however, should not be viewed entirely in the negative. As Tanya M. 

Li (2007:277) has pointed out, power with Foucault is also retained within the subject, as 

a capacity to act. This is also apparent in Agrawalôs study, where there is a notion that 

there has in fact happened a ñproliferation of powerò with the new technologies of 

governance. Agrawal reads Foucaultôs governmentality so that modern forms of power 

achieve their full effect, not by force, but by turning people into accomplices (Agrawal 

2005:217).  This gives a dispersion of power and a proliferation of strategies to influence 

it, as we see in Kumaon. In Agrawalôs case, guards and forest-council members were 

both officials and locals, allowing for local residents to respond and react, oppose and 

agree to the subjectification, at least, to a certain extent.  

Agrawal does point, however, to a central issue; to the stateôs role in producing a certain 

óenvironmental subjectô suited for governance.  If the climate change idea then becomes 
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lodged, somehow, within preexisting discourses where a certain environmental 

knowledge is valued higher than any other, I need to address the relation the climate 

change idea might have with power. 

 

Environmental Knowledges 
 

In studies of óenvironmental knowledgeô in anthropology, one might often encounter 

knowledge as being either of these two: ólocalô, which often might be referred to as 

ñindigenous traditional knowledgeò, ñtraditional ecological knowledgeò (also shortened 

as ITK or TEK), or óglobalô, often referred to as being ñwesternò or ñscientificò. This 

categorization of knowledge-types is often treated as being either/or, and occupying polar 

conceptual positions. This is often the case, when anthropologists wish to address how 

global policy shapes local practice by transferring a certain kind of ónewô knowledge 

from the ówestô to the ónon-westernô.  

Many anthropologists have criticized the tendency for policymakers to rely too much on 

the so-called ówesternô technical knowledge, and too little on the ólocalô knowledge ï and 

to equate the former with óthe rational ï the value-neutralò, and the latter with ñthe 

irrational ï the value biasedò. But it has also spurred interesting discussions around the 

polarization of knowledge archetypes, for example by Agrawal (1995), Huber and 

Pedersen (1997), Brosius (1997), Scott (1998), Ingold and Kurttila (2000), Cruikshank 

(2001), Turnbull (2005), Descola (2013).  

To complicate matters, Julie Cruikshank (2001), when looking into climate change 

knowledge amongst the scientists and the locals of Tinglit, North America, argues that 

ñscientific knowledgeò and ñTEKò, beyond their stereotyped differences, still share 

similarities. She uses her ethnography to address a point I also wish to press on; that if 

ólocalô knowledge might appear vague, subjective,context dependent and open to 

interpretation, the local Tinglit, ñare quite likely to characterize science in similar terms: 

as illusory, vague, subjective, and context-dependent, and open to multiple 

interpretationsò (Cruikshank 2001:390). 
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I will in later chapters illustrate how these idealization of knowledge archetypes become 

reproduced in the general population, as well as in politics and policy, but here I must 

outline how it is possible to address different kinds of knowledge without this rhetoric. I 

employ an epistemology discussed by Scott (1998) and Turnbull (2005). They see 

knowledges as variations, or interrelated ókindsô where the particular and the general, the 

abstract and the concrete, are matters of positions in a matrix, or along a scale, where all 

forms of knowledge exist. This way, knowledge becomes expressed in practice as 

ómotleysô or óassemblagesô, appearing within a context of time, place and power. Below, 

I outline the relationship between these ókindsô or óvariationsô of knowledges by looking 

at some responses to a disastrous flood. 

 

Approaching Modes of Knowledges 

Whilst I conducted my fieldwork, the 2013 Uttarakhand flood took thousands of lives not 

too far from my field site. The responses to the flood in the village in which I resided was 

manifold, but two responses stood out. The two most common reactions to the flood were 

that it happened as an act of Lord Shiva, and that it happened because of global warming 

and climate change. Contrary to what I expected, both responses also coexisted quite 

unproblematically within families and even within one individual, both immediately after 

the flood, a few weeks after ï and 3 years later. This co-existence puzzled me, both 

whilst in the field, and in the time spent analyzing my material in retrospect.  

 

Werenôt these chains of causality rather ñExpressio Uniusò ï meaning that believing it to 

be one, excluded the other? This would certainly be so, if one saw these two quite 

different responses to the flood as belonging to dichotomous types of knowledge.  

Most villagers opted for Shivaôs anger or dismay about the human condition as 

explanation for the flood when explaining to me why and how such a tragedy could 

happen (and if it could happen in Rani MǕjri). It could be argued that this explanation 
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was one of environmental retribution for human sin, and as such would belong to a local, 

religious world view, and as such this ókindô of knowledge is both traditional, local, and 

indigenous. So far so classical TEK/ITK.  

On the other hand, the media-dominated view that opted for a global warming/climate 

change explanation for the flood, one could argue, belongs to a more transnational, 

technological and scientific world view, closely related to ideas of ómodernityô, growth 

and óinnovationô. So far classical ñwestern-scientificò knowledge. But segregating these 

types of óknowledgesô in this manner cannot be justified when the people of Rani MǕjri 

did not seem to do so.  

It seems more fruitful then, to look at knowledge like Scott (1998), Ingold and Kurttila 

(2000), Ingold (2000, 2011) and Turnbull (2005) does, that is, through practice.  

Ingold and Kurttila (2000) for example, in discussing forms of knowledge amongst the 

Sami people in Finnish Lapland, for example, initially wanted to ñincorporateò local 

knowledge into climate change modeling - to ideally make meaningful prognoses for 

people at local levels.  

What they found was that the Sami people did not ñemploy knowledge in practiceò, as 

much as they ñknow by way of their practiceò (ibid:191-192, italics in original). 

Knowledge with Ingoldôs later works (2000, 2011) becomes closely associated with 

óskillô, or with ópracticeô. Skill with Ingold refers to humans getting to know the world by 

engaging with it, through a process of development in a historically specific environment 

(Ingold 2000:25). Here, ñhumans and non-humans, skillfully conduct themselves in and 

through their surroundings, attending and responding to the worldò (Ingold 2011:11), and 

create knowledge in practice through the act of ñwayfaringò (Ingold 2011:155).  

 

As will become clear below, however, both ópracticalô and óanalyticalô forms of 

knowledge are messier, more closely related, and more complex in their archaeology as 

they are in their expression than first assumed. Building on Scott (1998) and Turnbull 

(2005), an image emerges where knowledge is essentially ólocalizedô, despite what 

óoriginsô a form or ókindô of knowledge might be deconstructed back to.  Both Scott and 
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Turnbullôs approaches to knowledge combines very well with Ingold, and the next part 

will thus shortly address knowledge as techne (universal knowledge) and mǛtis (practical 

knowledge). 

To Scott, knowledge in the form of mǛtis can only come ñfrom practical experienceò 

(Scott 1998:6). He argues that practical experiences underlie any activity that we do, and 

is attained by doing. Techne, on the other hand, refers to the universal kind of knowledge, 

the kind of knowledge that - for reasons of history and economy, has been valued the 

highest by planners and policymakers, by state bureaucrats and by administrators and 

lobbyists. For the Greeks, and particularly for Plato, Scott writes (1998:319), techne 

represented knowledge of an order completely different from mǛtis, but was far from as 

unrelated as it might appear. 

To explain their relation, Scott turns to how knowledge appeared in the era of óhigh 

modernismô.  In the west, óhigh modernismô developed in the late 1800-early 1900s when 

the stunning transformations brought about by the industrial revolution made lasting 

impressions on the state planners, the engineers, the intelligentsia (Scott 1998:5). What 

characterized high modernist thought was a ñblind faith in linear progress, technology 

and science, the expansion of production, the growing satisfaction of human needs, the 

mastery of nature (including human nature) and, above all, the rational design of social 

order commensurate with the scientific understanding of natural lawsò (Scott, 1998:4).  

High modernism then, is to Scott the era when knowledge as techne represented the 

specific kind of knowledge that high modernity needed ñin order to rhetorically present 

itself as the antidote to backwardnessò (Scott, 1998:331).  

 

In some cases, the dichotomous positioning of theoretical knowledge being ówesternô and 

somehow part of ôprogressô has been a tool for vocalizing marginalized peopleôs right to 

be heard. Anthropologist Vassos Argyrou (2005) for example, has pointed out in his 

critical book on óenvironmentalismô, that the dualism has enabled certain people being 

able, on the basis of their lifestyles as ónon-westernô, to portray themselves as ñvictims of 

a monumental historical misunderstandingò, and ñas living embodiments of an urgently 
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needed ethic of respect for nature, as repositories of a simple, yet profound wisdom that 

the West has long lost in its heedless march for progressò (Argyrou 2005:viii). More 

commonly, however, the polarization serves those already in power. 

A knowledge-form that could be used to distance itself from the ótraditionalô, or 

óbackwardô ways of the ñunenlightenedò. This enlightened form of knowledge is coated 

in western, scientific, technical knowledge, which can be ñexpressed precisely and 

comprehensively in the form of hard-and-fast rules (not rules of thumb), principles and 

propositionsò (Scott, 1998:319). The colonial regimes, post 1930s, then furthered this 

way of valuing scientific knowledge and progress, and used it, argues Scott, in ñextensive 

experiments in social engineeringò (ibid:101). 

But Scott does not separate mǛtis and techne as if they were competing versions of 

knowledge, but sees rather knowledge-practices that sometimes acting regardless of 

techne, and sometimes in accordance. In this way, we could see knowledge manifest, or 

take shape, ñin the moment of practiceò (Scott, 1998:332). This way, knowledge becomes 

a sort of óbricolageô, recombining all the time, continuously building on itself, like a coral 

reef. It might branch out here and there, sometimes adjusting and adapting to context, but 

in practice, it is knowledge all the same.  

 

This is not unlike the approach to knowledge as essentially being ólocalô, as argued by 

Turnbull (2005[2000]). With Turnbull, knowledge is seen as a ómotleyô, or as 

óassemblages13ô of many components. Turnbull, as Scott, argue for the close connotation 

that ótechno-scienceô has with modernity; that the concept of modernity itself is in fact 

based on the authority of techno-scientific knowledge.  

As a form of knowledge that ñepitomizes planning, rationality and orderò (Turnbull 

2005:1), it gains much of its force from it being assumed universal. Turnbull further 

argues, that even if scientists have deconstructed the claims of science and technology by 

                                                 
13 This is from Deleuze and Guattari, ñlike an episteme with technologies added, but which 

connotes the ad hoc contingency of a collage in its capacity to embrace a wide variety of 

incompatible componentsò (Turnbull 2005:44). 
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placing this knowledge in a sociohistorical setting (see for example Descola, 2013 and 

Foucault, 1995), ñsuch deconstructions and examinations, whilst prolific and insightful, 

have had limited success in changing the broader community understandingò (Turnbull 

2005:4,5).  

This is because, Turnbull argues, both ómodernityô and the knowledge upon which it 

builds, appear as messy as it pretends to be orderly. In fact, science in its ómodernistô 

form must be realized to have been co-produced with industrial capitalism, not in 

isolation, but in dialogue with all the traditions and ideas from the colonies and the 

cultures around the world that helped modernity progress in the west (ibid:6). With 

Turnbull then, we should rather see western science as an ideological marker in the 

creation of the óotherô (Turnbull 2005:7), where scientific knowledge underpins the 

celebration of ómodernismô as supposedly synonymous with development and social 

improvement (ibid:7), (see also Hulme, 2017). 

 

As I outlined in the introduction and above, I expressed an uneasiness with both how 

knowledge about climate change is explicitly expressed in terms of scientific, universal 

knowledge. I was also uneasy with the presumption that this knowledge is perceived as 

being an entirely different kind, either ñindigenousò or ñtraditionalò knowledge. With 

Scott and Turnbull above, we saw that ótechneô had a particular relation to modernity and 

progress, where it appeared value-neutral and decontextualized when in fact, it was not. 

As knowledge is expressed in its physical execution, we should perhaps not talk about 

these as being different type-sets at all. They might better be approached as perhaps more 

or less theoretical or practical ómodesô or óorientationsô humans take in the face of new 

information; with which humans weigh and consider when in doubt of the correct course 

of action. 

Cruikshank (2001), points out a central issue that supports my argument. She observed 

amongst the Tinglit, that their oral traditions about the glacier melting was different from 

the scientific historical narrative, because they embodied cultural traditions more 
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transparently reflexive than science. Science, she says, is not so self-consciously aware 

(Cruikshank 2001:391, italics added).   

As we have seen with the above, óscienceô has struggled quite hard to dissociate itself 

from context, because if it varied with context and became relative, it would not be 

morally devoid, it would not be universally applicable. One could then argue, that 

óscienceô was rather implicitly reflexive, and the other modes of knowing, whether it is 

religiously or ótraditionallyô or óindigenouslyô referred to, is, explicitly reflexive to 

society, to individual ethic, moral, value, color the ókindô of knowledge in an unabashed, 

and biased way.  

Both modes should be seen as equally attainable. Still, for those raised in a specific 

culture, one might appear more or less óuntaintedô than the other. For tmy Rani MǕjrians, 

for example, my personal (Norwegian, educated, middle class, female knowledge) was 

just as morally biased and colored by my world as much as their own seemed general, 

untainted and absolute.  

To think about knowledge in this way, both support my phenomenological standing (that 

what we claim to know depends on our engagement with the world as individual bodies ï 

our perceptions), but also that all knowledge is related to a larger web of meaning. But it 

is not Occident or Orient in essence, not óTEKô or Scientific in essence ï only in its 

modes of operandum can be said to be so.  

 

I have so far used Turnbull (2005) and Scott (1998) to argue that knowledge as techne 

(scientific) and knowledge as mǛtis (practical) are not in a dichotomous relation to each-

other, but rather should be approached as taking shape ñin the moment of practiceò (Scott 

1998:332). I depart then, from the notion that all knowledge come from somewhere, that 

it is contextual, and that through practice, it becomes as ólocalô as it is óglobalô. 

 

What appears clear from these works cited above, is that there are different kinds of 

knowledges, but not necessarily different it its óindigenousô or ówesternô properties. It 

seems more useful to talk about of different ókindsô of knowledges; some more abstract 
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and theoretical, and some more concrete and practical. Given the extensive literature in 

anthropology unmasking the polarization and hierarchy of knowledge, this point had not 

been necessary to press here, had it not been for the fact that I see the dichotomous forms 

of knowledge appear as reasons for difference, both in some studies on Indian 

óenvironmental awarenessô, and in Indian politics and policy. 

 

Here, knowledge appear in two forms, one more ónaturalô to certain cultures than the 

other. For example, some studies are found to argue that the Hindu, or Indian (non-

western) mind is ótraditionalô in its essence. Lance E. Nelson's (1998) for example, 

indicates quite clearly, that there exists an idealized Hindu tradition that is entirely ñeco-

sensitiveò in its essence. He further argues that the ótraditionalô people of India live in a 

ñHindu universe, though under siege, is still very much aliveò (Nelson 1998:7, italics 

added). Under siege from from western influence, Nelson argues, this westernization 

ómodernizesô those ótraditionalô, to the degree that Indianôs are ñeven becoming 

postmodernò (Nelson 1998:6).  

As a consequence, they are eco-sensitive no more. As Argyrou (2005) too has noted, to 

educate people into an óenvironmentally awareô state, is very much related to notions of 

ómodernityô. This relation, he argues, produces ñthe same sort of global power relations 

and the same sort of logic that mark the modernist paradigm at its coreò (Argyrou 

2005:x). This kind of rhetoric simplifies and essentializes both ñwesternersò and 

ñeasternersò, with the consequence that people who are not that different at all, appear as 

alienated species with competing ontologies.  

If I am right in implying that the modernist paradigm and environmentalism fuse in the 

climate change-awareness discourse, this requires us to look closer at ómodernityô. 

 

A note on Modernity  
 
Up until this point, I have identified an issue with how órural developersô in the area of 

Rani MǕjri, who also appear as the climate change-information ótransmittersô, value 
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ótechno-scientificô knowledge higher than the ótraditionalô. Knowledge about climate 

change through this optic then, with its implications and its mitigations, becomes a sort of 

discursive regime on how humans should and ought to relate to the environment and our 

fellow beings.  

 

Entwined with environmentalism, this discourse draws upon decades of óthe westô trying 

ï with various degree of success ï in educating the ónon-modernô into being 

environmentally conscious. In the process, people are expected to gain what 

anthropologist Kay Milton (2002) calls a ñplanetary concernò (Milton 2002:170). This 

concern, I argue, is aimed to mobilize, on behalf of overall humanity, action that produce 

a sustainable future for humans on planet earth. This is no less than what Tsing (2005) 

has called a óuniversal dreamô, the ñsomething we cannot not wantò; another example of 

which is world peace (Tsing 2005:8). In this case, the aim is to solve problems implicated 

by climate change, mass extinction or pollution. The idea of the universal, however, is 

thought to belong to a western mindset, and ñcontrasted with more local or indigenous 

forms of knowledge and beingò (Tsing 2005:8). 

It appears as if this óuniversal dreamô is inherent in the modernist paradigm, and denotes 

a certain relation between ómodernityô and the idea of climate change.  

As Hulme (2017) has argued, the idea of climate change is coated in a certain kind of 

knowledge about how the world functions that is related to our notion of what is 

ómodernô. Even, as, ñthe very idea that there might be such a thing to be studied as 

óglobal climateô and to be the object of political argument is an invention of modernity 

and the scientific mindò (Hulme 2017:28). But what does this ómodernityô denote?  

 

Modernity is a concept difficult  to define, but in line with the phenomenological 

approach above, I follow German Sociologist Hartmut Rosa (2014,2015,2017a,b,c) and 

address modernity as a ómodeô through which we experience the world around us.  
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To Rosa modernity becomes a state of mind, through which we experience and relate to 

the world around us. This mode of mind is characterized by a genuine wish to partake in 

a continuous acceleration of growth, on a personal level as well as a material one.  

According to Rosa, in a traditional Marxist, sociological approach to modernity, material 

growth is often seen as a problem with modernity and its ómodeô of living.  

The apparent alienation between producer, production, and the consumer, curtained 

behind the spectacle of capitalism, is what has been viewed as producing a sort off loss, 

or óless-nessô in the relationship between humans and their surrounding milieu, a loss that 

people seek to amend by consuming more.  

But consumption does not seem to amend the ólossô. In (late) modern societies, Rosa 

notes, there is a tendency that ñwe appear to lose the world as we make it availableò 

(Rosa 2017c:9). The world loses its óenchantmentô. Rosa draws on for example Jean-

Jacques Rousseau here, with his arguement that modernity produces a genuine loss in the 

quality of our óbeing-in-the-worldô, and on Karl Marx. Marx argued that with capitalism, 

people became alienated. Alienated from his or her work, the product of that work, from 

nature, from fellow human beings, and in the end from ourselves.  

When humans then progress into what Rosa calls ólate modernityô, we are starting to 

realize that money in itself that satisfies us, it is rather what money can help us gain: 

accessibility, availability and attainability to the world that we seek.  

 

For Rosa, another defining feature of modernity is ósocial accelerationô. A modern 

society, its ñmode of stabilizationò, or; that which prevents the collapse of societyôs 

structures, reproduces its structure and maintains the institutional status quo is: 

ñ(material) growth, (technological) acceleration, and (cultural) innovationò (Rosa 2017b). 

The modern society, to óprogressô depends on a continuous increase of some sort. The 

problem of modernity following Rosa, however, is not in fact growth or capitalism per se 

ï in fact, growth is an element Rosa sees as a necessary element to achieve a ógood lifeô. 

But the issue is rather inherent in the tempo that accompanies the growth; the social 
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acceleration. The changes in technology, economy and in social organization is occurring 

too fast for humans to, and here I borrow from the Shivalik Hill villagers, óadjustô. 

 

The Modern óBeing-in the-Worldô  

 

As Dove and Carpenter (2008:56) point out, it was the  ñiconic photograph of the earth 

taken from spaceò  that galvanized public and policy concern for the environment, in the 

earlier mentioned Brundtland report on Environment and Development from 1987. This 

very photograph, is also used by Ingold (1995), to develop his notion of sphere and globe 

(Ingold 1995) and to reflect on the role this image has come to play in policies about the 

environment. In that image, the earth appears not at all as it has been perceived by 

humans living in an environment, but instead, represented as a model, a surface, that 

humans act upon.  

This, argues Ingold, has been central to the contemporary environmental crisis, because it 

entails a humanity that no longer immerse itself within the world, but rather removes 

itself from it. This act of removal, however, must be taught.  

 

 ñIt is one thing to be familiar with a modelò, Ingold (2011) writes, but  

ñquite another for this model to be so internalized as to structure oneôs very 

thinking about the world. There is no reason to suppose that children are born with 

the knowledge that the earth is round, let alone that it revolves around the sunò. 

(Ingold 2011:99) 

 

Science, Ingold argues, tells us that if you thought you knew the environment you move 

about in every day, what it is or if it is as it appears to you, you are naïve - you have not 

yet realized that humans live on a globe, in space. For us to see the ground as below our 

feet, and the sky above our heads, we have perceived it from where we are physically 

standing.  
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Seeing the earth as distanced from human life, Scottôs techne materialize in a óglobal 

visionô of the earth ï one that humans do not experience. Humans rather perceive the 

world as a three-dimensional sphere, that surround us, and with cardinal directions 

orienting us. If we travel on a spaceship, we see the world differently - the sky has 

disappeared, the ground too. There are no places, only space. We do not inhabit the world 

as much as we ñexhabitò it, says Ingold; we are outside, expelled to its outer surface, and 

as such we cannot relate to the globe as an environment (Ingold 2011:96).   

If the sphere, with Ingold, can be known through perception and sensation, the globe on 

the other hand is only apprehended through ñcognitive reconstructionò, which can only 

be achieved via óscientificô abstraction14. Reading this with Rosa (2017c), the 

ñexhabitationò of the world leads to a sense of ólossô.  

As we saw in the section on Rosaôs notion of ómodernityô above, the late - modern human 

experienced a surrounding world that has turned shallow, silent, careless, and cold. Rosa 

explains with roots in Durkheimôs conception of anomia, in Simmelôs identification of 

the blasé attitudes towards the world and the fellow beings around us, and in Weberôs 

disenchantment as a flip-side of rationalizing and calculating the world  (Rosa 2017c)  

Alas, Rosa argues that the late-modern citizen, the educated and rather well-off social 

layers of ómodernizedô societies where people have acquired the means to both access 

and attain most of what they desire, has realized, that there is still something lacking. 

Something that that neither accessibility, availability nor attainability can bring forth. 

This, argues Rosa, is because the problem is in the relationship we have with our 

surroundings, and that in part, is because of how we have chosen to represent it; as a 

globe. 

                                                 
14 This argument, argues Dove and Carpenter (2008:466) reproduces a ódivideô between 

knowledge forms, between an ontology of direct engagement and one of indirect representation. 

What Dove and Carpenter though seem to miss, it that with Ingold, both forms are in fact 

embodied in practice. 
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Nature, within a ólate-modernô mode of thinking about the world, is an entity of óthe 

otherô. For this to make sense, you must conceive yourself ñas being at two with natureò, 

which I agree, might be a modern idea, depending of course, on the definition of ónatureô 

used (see Cronon 1996a; 1996b and Descola 2013).  The chains of causality that  

arguably color the climate change idea, both in the ówestô and other places, reflect that 

the disengagement humans experience, is really an issue with relationships. In many 

ways, this argument runs alongside Hulme (2009a, 2009b, 2013, 2017), especially those 

made in his latest (2017) book ñWeatheredò. I will outline Hulmeôs position here. 

 

Hulme identifies in his work that there is indeed a disagreement about climate change as 

idea, and proceeds to look at how the idea materializes in the ówestô, what causes for 

disengagement there might be (Hulme 2009a). He also scrutinizes what eventual 

alternative chains of causality thought to cause the contemporary environmental crisis 

might exist, eventually proposing to address global warming as being an idea infused 

with cultural meaning (2009a,2009b).  

Together with Jonathan Marshall, Hulme was interviewed in a BBC podcast (Malcome 

2009b) about the myths people engage in to make sense of the processes that are seen to 

happen, arguing in fact also along the lines of Chakrabarty in his 2009 'Falling Walls' 

lecture, that without these myths and symbols of the weather, we get a dispassionate 

relationship to climate.  

 

A dispassion that leaves no true agitation that can make humans change their current 

unsustainable behavior. Working primarily from a ówesternô viewpoint, Hulme and 

Marshall in the podcast explore the role myth and grand narratives play in providing 

meaning and agency for humans, relating it to the global processes of climate change. 

These myths about the óworkings of the worldô, they found, were often, although not 

always, influenced by religious values, but to a large degree distinguishing the climate 

change idea.  
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 ñIt is not the hole in the ozone layer; we never had a cultural relationship with 

atmospheric ozone. But we have stories of climate through millenniums. Climate 

gets endowed with religious language and morality. [This is an] intimate 

relationship; how we see ourselves, our behavior and our responsibilities and how 

we think of the performances of the weatherò. 

(Hulme in Malcome, 2009b)  

 

In the west, Marshall argues, this is exemplified through the myth of chaos and disorder, 

which is eventually resolved when God comes and organizes it (Marshall in Malcome, 

2009b).  

In his later book óWeatheredô (2017), Hulme follows this notion of how we can be said to 

óexperience climateô with more emphasis, arguing that ñclimate ï as it is imagined, 

studied and acted upon ï needs to be understood, first and foremost, culturallyò (Hulme, 

2017: xii). Here, Hulme show that as the physical climate has changed though times, so 

have accounts of its causation too, as we see so clearly from the early Christian tradition 

and its imagery of sin and environmental retribution from the Gods (2017:39-43,82). 

Hulme then notes the growing number of initiatives in the contemporary, where religious 

traditions form alliances to call for action, as for example the international and cross-faith 

symposium15 held by the non-governmental organization óReligion, Science and 

Environmentô on Greenland in 2007, which underscored theologyôs mission in 

collaborating with science to motivate people into ñresponsible stewardshipò (Pope 

Benedict XVI 2007).  

Looking at the ódisenchantmentô and óalienationô that Rosa, and partly Ingold talked 

about above to lodge climate change in these myths, perhaps happened because humans 

are terrified by the prospects of an uncaring, inhuman, exhibited planet.  

                                                 
15 The symposium focused on the earthôs water resources, and the meeting gathering 200 priests 

from the Christian, Jewish and Islamic faiths, scientists, theologians and government officials 

met for a week to discuss the changing environment of the Arctic, and how the humanity should 

respond (Hulme 2009:142). 
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With respect to the notion of the Anthropocene, Hulme notes, climate change again 

becomes culturally attributed to ómisguidedô human behavior (Hulme 2017:47), as a 

cultural continuation of the fact that ñfor much of the past and in most places, climate and 

humans have been understood to move together, their agency and fate conjoined through 

the mediating roles of natural processes and supernatural beingsò (Hulme, 2017:50). This 

is not unproblematic. If the idea of climate change is part of a discourse that in its 

universality muddles its archeology and cultural specificity, the consensus that science 

aims to achieve on climate change ñis problematic at bestò (Hulme 2017:33,37).  

 

Looking to other óeclecticô ethnographic approaches to the climate change idea with this 

theoretical and analytical background, does indicate the validity of my argument: that that 

if one views the climate change idea to be essentially a comment upon human-

environment relations, then the óscientificô climate change idea, and the ólocalô climate 

change idea are more related than they first appeared.  

What if one were to rather look at perceptions of a changing climate as reactions to issues 

with modernity? If a sense of lack or loss in the relationship humans have with fellow 

humans and the world in which they live in, it might explain for a disengagement with a 

culturally specific climate change idea. It does however not exclude engagement with the 

climate change process.  

 

Climate Change as Retribution for Sin 
 
I see my own approach as an ethnographic contribution to how we engage or disengage 

with the climate change idea. I further argue, that the idea has become so embedded 

within a discourse, that it relates only superficially with how people engage with the 

climate change process, based on observations that villagers in the lower Shivaliks seems 

to comprehend global warming as environmental retribution. To explain floods, fires or 

extreme wertaher conditions on the immorality of humans is far from new, however, and 

I draw on a handful of ethnographies discussing how weather and social life intervene. 
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Before I proceed with the ethnographical contributions, I want to clarify the relationship I 

perceive there to be between óweatherô and climate, as many of the ethnographic accounts 

I outline below alternate between the two.  

With a phenomenological approach, climate change becomes perceptible to the human 

senses through changes in the weather, but not because climate and weather are the same.  

 

Weather is extremely localized, and climate is rather an aspect of the earthôs atmosphere. 

Changes in the climate, such as global warming, relate directly to a seasons weather, 

however, since global weather patterns (the monsoons, the ocean currents, winds etc.) are 

inflicted by the ongoing climate changes (NASA 2015; US Environmental Protection 

Agency 2017; Met Office 2017).  

Changes in the climate thus becomes expressed in a óchanging weatherô especially if we 

see weather as we come to expect it of the seasons. All humans, but perhaps 

agriculturalists in particular, tend to plan their activities because they expect certain kinds 

of weather from the season. To bring the abstractness of climate change ódown to earthô, 

so to speak, has been a call to which many have responded with looking at peopleôs 

perceptions of weather and seasonality.  

In this process, Ben Orlove (2009) has noted, that ñ[i]n many communities, weather and 

climate are understood as part of a universe infused with spiritual significance. 

Perturbations are often interpreted in terms of violation of religious, moral, and social 

normsò (Orlove, et al., 2009:97).  That perceptions of the weather, seasonality, perception 

and morality have been woven in with local conceptions of morality and sociality is not 

new in anthropology, neither in studies from North India, as will be made clear below. 

 

I begin with a book by Ole Bruun and Arne Kalland (1995), arguing against the (in 

anthropology at the time) romanticizing idea that environmental perceptions were more 

'spiritual' in the religions of the ñeastò than in the protestant and capitalist nations of the 

ñwestò. Huber and Pedersen (1997) based on a fieldwork amongst Buddhist Tibetan 

farmers, laborers and hunters agreed with Bruun and Kalland (1995), arguing that 
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Buddhism had little, if any, effect in reducing environmental degradation at the site.  

What they did find, however, was that ónatureô and ósocietyô were conceived to interact in 

a particular manner amongst the Tibetans, thereby creating what Huber and Pedersen 

called a ómoral climateô (1997:588).  

This, they argued, became apparent when they looked at how Tibetans related to the 

weather in practice. In their daily lives, they find the Tibetans to be constantly engaging 

with the environment, and the weather was crucial in influencing their strategies. The 

importance of weather was thus embodied in a number of social institutions and 

practices, based on a particular system of knowledge. This was a phenomenal world, they 

argue, ñinhabited by a host of spirit powers and deities who are organized into a single 

óritual cosmosôò (Huber and Pedersen 1997:584).  

To ensure a stable environment, the Tibetans were primarily concerned with giving 

respect to the ógods of the worldô (the smaller, more local deities, demons and spirits) by 

regular and correct offerings, as they saw this crucial in maintaining a good relationship, 

which would ensure a stable and bountiful environment (Huber and Pedersen 1997:585).  

Further, transgressions of moral, (which had regional varieties) was found to be the direct 

cause for environmental irregularities, as well as personal inflictions, such as illnesses, 

lower fertility etc.  

 

It appeared to Huber and Pedersen that weather had been perceived and integrated in the 

fabric of socially lived lives, and as such, weather in what they call the ótraditionalô 

knowledge had qualitative aspects that differed from the ómodernô calculations about 

weather patterns, precipitation, and temperature. The latter knowledge of the weather is 

abstracted and can only be measured scientifically and quantitatively (Huber and 

Pedersen 1997:577).  

Huber and Pedersen argue, that this ótraditionalô way of perceiving the weather was 

losing ground (Ibid: 585), much because of more ómodernô ways of relating to the 

weather had become common. As such Tibetan ecological knowledge was ñnewò and 

very much óinfluenced by scienceô, and Buddhist Tibetans could thus not claim óancient 
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environmental knowledgeô. Huber and Pedersen here operates with a somewhat distorted 

and polarized view of knowledge, but their observations are valuable, not in making a 

judgment on what is óauthenticô and what is ómodernô forms of knowledge, but as to how 

weather and climate is related to human behavior. 

 

From North India, Ann Grodzins Gold (1998,1999[1995]) has studied the cultural 

construction of the environment in Rajasthan, and connects sociality and morality to 

weather and climate through ethnographic observation. In a chapter in the earlier 

mentioned compilation by Nelson (1998) based on her 1993 fieldwork in Ghatiyali, a 

farming village in Rajasthan, Goldôs contribution stand out from the others in addressing 

the relationship of religion and ecology in India, and make a point of the intimacy that 

she perceives there to be, between changes to society, and to responses by individuals and 

groups to these changes.   

Transformations to the landscape, to forests as well as to wildlife, she finds, is found to 

affect ñhearts and minds poignantly, even as to the changes in family composition and 

interpersonal relationships that lie at the heart of ghost and witch storiesò (Grodzins Gold 

1998:166).  

She also notes that even if stories about the changing environment were conflicting at 

times, ñ[p]eople portrayed interlocked changes in landscape, agriculture, society, religion 

and moralityò (Gold 1998:166), with a causality that was neither singular nor linear ï 

rather it was ñfundamentally ecological in its sensitivity to the web-like 

interconnectedness of concurrent transformationsò (ibid).  

In another article, on the abandonment of an agricultural ritual held on the auspicious day 

of ǔkhǕ Tǭj in the same Rajasthani village (1999[1995]), Gold observes that the 

abandonment, and the subsequent interpretations to why it was abandoned, was 

intimately connected to larger processes of the Indian society, and conditioned by new 

technologies in farming, economic development.  
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In the case of agricultural rituals, farmers would directly attribute the decrease in ritual 

activity to the increasing use of machine power and the consequent detachment of 

agricultural schedules from priestly astrological knowledge. I read Gold here as viewing 

the abandonment of the ritual as a reaction to a óre-channelingô of power, happening 

because with ómodernityô Ghatiyalians donôt depend so much on one, single source of 

power anymore. In fact, farmers knowledge could be drawn from other places of 

authority too, and this might be experienced as threatening to those whoôs status depends 

on wielding the one ókindô of knowledge that is currently devalued by so many.  

Still, it is first when she considers what she calls, the ñpressing realitiesò of invisible 

entities in human lives, such as deities and ghosts, that the landscape of Ghatiyali is 

perceived as one of relationships between humans, deities, and the surroundings in which 

they dwell.  

Utilizing what I would call a ódevacentricô approach, Golds find the villagers vocalized 

concerns about deforestation, about the deterioration of rain and wildlife, to relate to a 

deterioration of emotional bonds too, of care and love between people (Grodzins Gold 

1998:177). As people eat different food, work differently and behave differently towards 

each other, some sort of environmental retribution is seen to take place.  

 

As mentioned in the introduction, ódevacentricô is meant as a play on the word 

ñtheocentricò, where a monotheistic God is central to existence, and ñandrocentricò, 

where man is central to existence. The use of the term is also meant to reflect the plurality 

and the creativity that ñvernacularò or ñlocalò expressions of Hinduism embrace, 

reflecting what anthropologist Susan Wadley (1977) and professor of Religion, Vasudha 

Narayanan (2001) points out; that South Asian Hinduism is often more diversified than it 

is unified. With ritual engagement across conventional religious boundaries, (see for 

example Kathinka Frßystadôs (2016) article on multi-faith religious practice as ñosmotic 

worldingò in Karimpur), Hinduism could be argued to be so diversified in its expression, 

that ñany particular practice or belief may be contradicted elsewhere or denied by some 

Hinduò (Wadley 1977:113-114). 
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From North America and Alaska, similar observations appear. Cruikshank (2001) look at 

how glaciers figure in the oral traditions of the Tinglit of Yukon, intending her 

ethnography to address two debates. One, on the relationship between ólocalô and 

óscientificô knowledge I addressed above.  The other is to show how oral traditions reveal 

how ósentientô glaciers are to the Tinglit ï how they perceive them to listen, pay attention 

and respond to human behavior (Cruikshank 2001:378). Her ethnography shows how the 

oral narratives of the Tinglit remember the Little Ice Age (which was accompanied by 

global warming when it ebbed out in the 18th century) (ibid:380), and how the stories of 

the Tinglit are not óonlyô about perceiving a changing climate through changing glaciers, 

but about perceiving changes to óeverythingô, with their meanings ñenmeshed in social 

worldsò (ibid:382). Not as explicit as Cruikshank, but also pointing to the same aspect of 

óenvironmental retributionô, is the observation Rasmussen (see also above) makes from 

Recuay, and the responses he registered to the changing climate in the Andes as ña 

symptom of far larger things gone astrayò (Rasmussen 2016:9).  

 

Both Gold, Rasmussen (2016) and Cruikshank can be said to observe an 

interconnectedness between changes in the weather, in the environment and in respect to 

ñworld-viewsò, to moral, myth and meaning ï in essence, enriching the climate change 

idea to encompass a wider, social reality, and to emerge as another environmental 

ócommentaryô on our social life. Neither ethnographies are used to argue this explicitly, 

however, but anthropologist Peter Rudiak-Gouldôs  (2012, 2013) work from the Pacific, 

does. 

Rudiak-Gould looks at the idea of climate change as it folds out in the Marshall Islands, 

as one interwoven with stories of morality, stories of social degradation, of morality and 

modernity. Amongst the Marshall Islanders on the island Ujae, and in the capital Majuro, 

óeveryoneô seemed to have heard about climate change ï and as such their level of 

óawarenessô was a great deal higher than with my Rani MǕjrian villagers. But that did not 
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change the fact that Marshall Islanders vary in their óresponseô to changes in their 

environment as manifold as did mine.  

 

In the Pacific, changes attributed to global warming and climate change has its most 

salient expression in the rising sea-levels, threatening future inhabitation of these islands. 

People would also generally rank it as number five concern in their lives, only surpassed 

by economic hardship, changing lifestyles, population growth, diabetes and other health 

problems (Rudiak-Gould 2013:90). In relating to the situation, Marshall Islanders were 

found to blame themselves, through óin-groupô blaming and decline narratives. This is not 

unlike what Norgaard (2011) argued was the case for the Norwegians of Bygdaby. 

Although the percentage of óbelieversô in the scientific process was significantly lower 

than Norgaard found in Norway, 58% of the Marshall Islanders found climate change to 

be ótrueô (Rudiak-Gould 2012:48) with a significant minority with doubts.  

 

The Marshall Islanders in question were Christians, and many believed in a God that was 

in control of the weather. Scientists were also to be believed, Rudiak-Gould found, but 

there is no perfect certainty to be found neither here nor there. But as Rudiak-Gould does 

well in pointing out: climate change predictions are about an uncertain future. One cannot 

know (ibid 2013:69). Central to this óin-groupô blaming argues Rudiak-Gould is that the 

Marshall Islanders relate certain patterns of behavior and consumption to ways of living 

associated with ómodernityô. Modernity to the Marshall Islanders, argues Rudiak-Gould, 

is like a ótricksterô. In its seductive notion of óprogressô, ómodernityô lures them into a 

web of consumption, and a practice of ñliving by moneyò (Rudiak-Gould 2013:161). The 

feeling of guilt thus comes from knowing that they could have let it be, but it is 

themselves who continue to consume this way ï because of the positive and useful 

developments and artifacts that also comes along with it (ibid:34).  

In fact, the modernity as trickster-narrative fits uncannily well, Rudiak-Gould finds, with 

the belief in climate change, because ótraditionalismô in the Pacific has much in common 
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with óenvironmentalismô. Both narrate a fall from a distant past ñto a corrupted present 

and ruinous futureò (Rudiak-Gould 2013:92). 

 

That global warming emerges as a sort of environmental retribution becomes clearer seen 

in the light of Rudiak-Gouldôs (2012) article, where we see that the Marshall Islanders in 

talking about climate change, rather talk about óoktak in mejatotoô, or changes in the 

ómejatotoô (Rudiak-Gould 2012:47). óMejatotoô does not correspond to only óclimateô or 

óweatherô, however, but encompass sky, atmosphere, space, climate and weather ï even 

the cosmos in general, and important here, also including the social sphere. Rudiak-

Gould suggest that ómejatotoô can be said to encompass changes to ñalmost anythingò 

(ibid:49) from óbeforeô. When Rudiak-Gould asks for changes in environment, or 

weather, he gets sociocultural value judgments, as well as óenvironmentalô answers from 

the same person.  

 

Rudiak-Gouldôs work bring attention to how the climate change process of global 

warming relates explicitly to the Marshall Islanders idea of being ómodernô. Looking at 

causality ï or who is to blame ï confirms that in the Marshall Islands, people are neither 

ignorant, nor in denial, but that their responses in the face of climate change are rather 

intertangled with the ówrongô kind of óprogressô ï seen as the shift towards ónewerô and 

more popular ways of doing things, contrasted with what becomes perceived as its 

opposite; the óbackwardô, or pass® ways of doing things.  As I will return to in chapter 7, 

in the context of Rani MǕjri, these notions and the way they are valued, functions to 

motivate people into action, or to avoid certain kinds of behavior. As such, ómodernityô 

becomes something more than a historical product or an analytical category, but rather 

something that matters to people, even when its textual definitions are varied.  

As we see in Rudiak-Gouldôs work, both notions of progress and backwardness, or 

modernity and tradition, are in practice quite ambivalent for most people, and courses of 

action associated with either have both advantages and disadvantages. I will return to this 

discussion in chapter 7. Here, it is most pertinent to note that changes to the environment 
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in Asia, in America and in the Pacific, the weather, the mountains, the forests, the river, 

the glaciers, the seas, were changing because people changed.  In these approaches, 

climate change as an idea becomes a commentary to the lives we lead, and the choices we 

make, and why we make them. In this, I argue, these approaches are ones of óclimate 

change resonanceô. 

 

The Resonance of Climate Change in Rani MǕjri 
 

As I pointed out in the introduction and above in this chapter, with a strictly scientific 

approach to climate change, peopleôs actual concerns about their local environments, 

disappears under the radar. Peopleôs relationship to the environment in Rani MǕjri was 

first and foremost practical. That involved a thriving forest and wildlife, a relatively 

predictable monsoon, as well as it involved a sound development of infrastructure, 

education, health services and inclusive political arenas. It involved relationships with 

oneôs family and friends, with colleagues and people in powerful positions, as well as 

with lineage- and village-deities, gurus, forefathers and ghosts. It is within this all-

encompassing world view we find the idea of climate change not, and still very much, 

present. Not in the text-book definition of climate change, but in sharing the same 

concern, that the óprogressô that Rani MǕjrians seek, causes an imbalance in a social and 

in an ecological dimension simultaneously. In short, with a reformulation of Gold (1998), 

if climate is moral, it is equally social. 

 

óResonanceô is a metaphor that I have found useful when attempting to let the climate 

change idea encompass both social and ecological processes.  As such is a narrower and 

more textual tool than the concept of óresonanceô suggested by Ingold (2000), 

anthropologist Unni Wikan (1992) and Rosa (2014, 2016, 2017), but it is not unrelated. 

In these approaches, óresonanceô as concept relates explicitly to a phenomenological 

analysis of society, and to a certain óattunementô.  
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Wikan use óresonanceô to advocate a sort of attunement to other world views. Resonance, 

argues Wikan, is fundamental for the interplay between actors in a social group, and the 

concept is used to evoke the necessity for ómutual understandingô on a level óbeyondô the 

written text or the spoken word (Wikan 1992:463). Ingold (2000:199) defines resonance 

as concept as the ñrhythmic harmonization of mutual attentionò. Ingold uses óresonanceô 

to mean a ñmutual tuning-in relationshipò (Schutz 1951:78 in Ingold 2000:196), but here 

referring more to the interactivity of tasks, and as a precondition for a successful, social 

performance (Ingold 2000:196-199). Wikan and Ingold, however, use óresonanceô in a 

way that risk glancing past difference at the expense of similarity. 

 

Using resonance in the same way as Ingold, is anthropologist Franz Krause (2013). 

Krause use the concept of óresonanceô, to bring forth the dynamic he perceives there to be 

between social and ecological rhythms amongst the Sami of the Kemi River in Lapland, 

Finland.  

Krauseôs use of óresonanceô as a concept is not entirely unlike my own use of the word as 

metaphor, as he is denoting an interplay and a co-action between humans and their 

environment. His use of óresonanceô, however, is more closely drawn to the body itself 

than my own, as Krause sees the body as óresonatingô to changes in the seasonal rhythm 

(Krause 2013:23). Although I do not read Krause indicating ecological determinism, to 

draw the órespondingô body notion too far, one could if pressed on, read his concept of 

óresonanceô as an argument that human character is defined by its ecological 

environment. In part, this is because Krauseôs share the same connotation between 

resonance and harmony as does Ingold (2000) and Wikan (1992).    

Not denying that resonance is a good concept for stressing the ómutual in-tuningô 

between humans (Wikan 1992), or the óin-tuningô in human-environment relationships 

(Ingold 2000), my use of resonance needs to encompass chaos, too. My own use of 

óresonanceô is thus better approached as metaphor. It does not mean I disagree with the 

uses addressed above, but rather stressing its use in music as rich response. Here; as an 

enriched response to a climate change process.  
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How I approach a óresonanceô of climate change, can be better developed with Rosa 

(2014, 2016, 2017a,b). Resonance to Rosa is an encompassing concept, and embrace 

harmony or consonance as much as it includes dissonance and disparity. Rosa argues, in 

fact, that that if something is in complete harmony, it would not be in óresonanceô, it 

would be an echo. 

 

So far, I am sympathetic with Rosaôs notion of óresonanceô, but Rosa too, uses the word 

less as metaphor and more as a concept. With Rosa, óresonanceô refers to a quality in 

social and human-environment relationships that with modernity, we see a lessening of. 

The lack of resonance in human to human, or human to world relationships, is what 

causes alienation in late modern lives to Rosa, and as such the two concepts (alienation 

and resonance) are opposites. A non-alienated life has resonance with the world, and with 

the beings with which humans share the world. A resonant relationship is one of quality. 

Humans find resonance, argues Rosa, in the things and the practices that give us 

ómeaningfulnessô, whether that be in religion, in art, in love or in politics, social 

movements and war.  Although intrigued by Rosaôs use of óresonanceô as concept, and in 

part denoting much of the same processes myself, the concept does not fit my purpose at 

the current level of analysis. I proceed then, with óresonanceô as a metaphor for órich-

responseô to climate change as idea, and as a process. 

 

This órich responseô approach, allows me to address the conceptual mismatches, or ógapsô 

(see my discussion of Tsing (2005) in chapter 6), that ófailsô to produce the correct 

response to the call to climate change óawarenessô, and to address why I think it is so.   

óResonanceô thus allows me to embrace contradictions, both in the subtle practices that 

implies harmony and potential for a sound human-environment relationship ï and for 

those practices that implies the disharmonious and the destructive. To approach my 

ethnography with óresonanceô, allow the responses to that call to include those that did 

not ófit inô if I had chosen to follow a strictly perceptual approach that might have come 

from drawing exclusively on a phenomenological analysis of the environment, for 
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example, or a strict political-ecological approach. My thesis then, aims to address some 

of these complex Rani MǕjrian engagements, or perceptions of the environment, and in 

so doing, to unfold some aspects that might not come together as well in policy as they 

should.  

 

As I have argued in this chapter; all knowledge comes from somewhere, and as such, my 

analysis would not be complete before I outline how I got to it. In my next chapter, I will 

thus combine an introduction to the place the fieldwork was carried out in, the 

methodology that was chosen, and the fieldworker that utilized it.  
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Chapter 2 

Into the field: Methodology and Place  
 

Born and raised in mid-1980s Scandinavia, I had acquired a rather óenvironmentalistô 

mindset from my early childhood years. At what has become several visits to India 

during the last decade, this mindset has caused both shock and despair, for what has 

appeared to me as a lack of consideration for óthe surroundingsô.  

 

I moved to India in late 2012 with my husband and my baby boy, to try to understand 

why or how people become ï or donôt become - environmentally conscious. Neither the 

place, nor the method chosen was coincidental, even if the practical realization of both 

must be said to have been created along the way. The analysis that grew out of these 

months are colored both by my cultural background, my personality, my academic 

training and my civil status, and by residing in a specific village. This chapter will give a 

backdrop to certain elements that colored the knowledge I have acquired along the way. I 

begin, however, with a short note on óplaceô, both as a reflection on how we choose our 

field-site(s) as anthropologists, and as an introduction to my own. 
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Fig.2: Location of village on the map of India 
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A Place for Fieldwork 
 

The fieldwork I carried out in 2012-2013, with a short re-visit in 2016, was a qualitative 

fieldwork. It was based firmly upon participant observation, which in reality is a 

compilation of many methods (Atkinson and Hammersley 2010[2004]:31). It involved 

structured (formal) and semi-structured (informal) interviews, surveys and 

questionnaires, collections of life-stories, photography, and a lot of reading.  In the 

following section, I will describe these methods in more detail.  I also look at some 

advantages and difficulties in gathering ethnography this way, as I experienced them in 

the field and in the later analytical process.  

In the preparation before settling in as a fieldworker, one needs to find somewhere to 

work from - an area, somewhere to settle, at least. This is no easy choice - contemporary 

anthropology can be done in just about any location; multi-sited, at home, in offices, 

market-places or in virtual business networks, in small, confined groups, in large sub-

cultures, but for me, going to India, it ñhadò to be a village. 

 

Why a Village? 
 

There were several reasons to why I chose to do my ethnographic fieldwork in a village. 

Some of them had to do with my research question, but was also related to previous 

experiences and my family situation at the time; I was a novice mother, bringing with me 

a husband who had to complete his own masterôs thesis during my fieldwork.  

  

To address the relevance for a rural location for my research question first. To study 

human-environment relations, which was what I intended to do, did not necessarily 

prescribe a rural location, neither does it a ógreenô one, and as such my place of fieldwork 

might just as well have been urban. My experience from an earlier fieldwork in rural, 

south eastern Rajasthan back in 2007, had made me interested in how people in rural 

areas respond and act upon decisions made by urban policy makers, especially as they are 
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both marginalized and stereotyped by a growing Indian urban middle-class society ï an 

observation I relate to complex reasons which will be addressed more specifically in 

chapter 3 and 4. 

 

Another was a personal appreciation of the relative calm life of the Indian countryside 

over the hectic urban centers ï while the latter is on the high end of the scale when it 

comes to air, water and noise pollution. Being a mother, I did not want to expose my son, 

myself or his father - to more toxicity than necessary, which I guess goes to show how 

deep the fear of environmental pollution penetrates the mindset of a Scandinavian born in 

the 1980s. 

I had also considered the benefit that you gain from gathering data in one, relatively self-

confined area. Since I was breastfeeding a baby, I knew my capabilities for traveling far 

would not be great. If the village was of a manageable size, one could get the benefit of 

ñknowing everyoneò, or at least for them to know who you are and what you are doing 

there, which saves time when trying to go ñin depthò with oneôs questions, and to make 

everyone aware you are there not as a tourist, but to do a job.  

 

Also, I have tended to find other village studies as insightful as they are enjoyable reads.  

From Gloria Goodwin Raheja and Ann Grodzins Goldôs North Indian village studies on 

gender and kinship in ñListen to the Heronôs Wordsò (1994),  Lila Abu-Lughodôs study 

on gender, poetry and resistance from a Bedouin village in Egypt in ñVeiled Sentimentsò 

(1999), Sarah Lamb's study on the aging Indian body in a village in East Indiaôs Bengal 

in ñWhite Saries and Sweet Mangoesò (2000) , and not the least, Dianne P. Mines  village 

study on religion, politics and self-identity from South India in ñFierce Godsò (2005). 

Perhaps is it a coincidence that these ethnographies were all written by female 

anthropologists. However, the sensitivity and reflexivity of these ethnographic studies by 

these anthropologists are something I will always admire, and choosing a village for my 

research was perhaps a way to aspire for such depth myself. This fear of losing ñdepthò 

may also have influenced my choice of location more than I thought. 
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In Gupta and Ferguson's (1997) discussion on the locations of anthropological fieldwork, 

we are reminded that the idea of the local, the ñplaceò where we do our fieldworks, is 

central for the methodology and the advancement of the discipline. The idea of a suitable 

óplaceô has been shaped by the early days of the discipline, and by the male, white and 

Western anthropologist doing fieldwork alone, in a remote location, returning with 

manuscripts that his research subjects would never read. The times, and the discipline 

with it, have changed a lot since then. Today, the anthropologist is neither always in a 

remote location, nor always male or white, our research subjects do read our work, and 

the idea of the ñlocalò is continuously reinterpreted/discussed within the discipline. With 

good reason, too. 

The idea of studying the ñlocalò has always persisted with me, and even after arriving in 

India, via Delhi at first, I spent far too much time worrying how I could write about 

anything related to environment or climate or nature or society - if I was not in a village? 

Despite knowing that a village did not equal a field-site, the time it took to get ñinto the 

fieldò, concerned me. It took even longer before I realized that I had always been ñin the 

fieldò all along. Not only were my research questions as global as they were local, the 

villagers in the village where I ended up related just as much to townships, cities and 

global markets as they did to their own home village.  

This goes to show that even if a set óplaceô for fieldwork is less decisive for what is being 

judged as an óidealô field-site, the idea of the ideal field-site as a relatively bounded area, 

remains. This is challenging, fieldworks are increasingly ñmulti-sitedò, and people are 

rather ñmulti-sitedò too. Increasingly, people move about, relate to larger, more complex 

systems - often virtually as well as physically; certainly, posing a methodological 

challenge that requires the anthropologist to trace local as well as global interconnections 

without losing ethnographic depth. The following dissertation is an attempt to do just 

that. 
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My original plan, taking my sonôs health and well-being into consideration, was to settle 

in a rural area located at a reasonable distance from a decent hospital. My first decision 

was to work my way north from Delhi. This choice was based on the requirement of a 

Hindi-speaking area (I knew a little from my previous fieldwork in Rajasthan) and flip of 

coin. After some weeks, we eventually found a city, and a village which, although located 

a little further away from a decent hospital than intended, fulfilled my requests.  The 

village I have called Rani MǕjri, which loosely translates as óthe abode of queensô, as a 

sign of respect to the hard-working women there. The city where we established our first 

base, and what also became an urban office/retreat, was Chandigarh, a North Indian city 

at the base of the Himalayan mountain range. As Chandigarhôs history is not unrelated to 

my forthcoming analysis, the city will appear with its proper name. 

 

The ôFieldô at a Glance 
 

The North Indian city of Chandigarh is a planned city, and itôs inner city was built for 

half a million citizens (Chandigarh Administration 2016). parted into sectors, and meant 

to serve different functions like commerce and housing. The city was originally being 

named after the Goddess Chandǭ (Grindrod 1956:294, District Census 2011:14) and was 

planned and built during the 1950s to serve as joint capital of the states of Punjab and 

Haryana. The area under construction was far from uninhabited before the city was 

planned, at least 21.000 people from 58 villages was relocated in the process of 

establishing the city (Encyclopedia Brittanica 2017). 

The city took on its shape after the ideas of several architects, but most famously by the 

Swiss-French architect Le Corbusier, who took over the execution of the city project 

under Jawaharlal Nehru's ambitions of a modern and India (Scott 1998:131). Of Le 

Corbusier, it is written that he had almost a mania for simple and repetitive lines, and that 

he despised complexity - hence the inner city is a testimony to the Enlightenment age, 

manifesting itself in naked and straight lines, streets and buildings, suited to make 

transport and information, tax collection and censuses run smoothly and orderly (Scott 
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1998: 55,107).  This has made its physical impression on how the architecture of the 

inner city appears, and the city is today known, and marketed as ñthe City Beautifulò.  

From the beginning, the city was designed to be ógreenô. Industry is segregated from the 

residential, market and administrative sectors, with a green belt 3-4.500 feet wide. The 

residential sectors all have squared parks with benches, children's playing areas, trees, 

paths and lawns, of which many are large, filled with artwork or flowers, and quite well 

tended. To the North of the city, the Sukhna lake was constructed in 1958 by damming 

the Sukhna river, to serve the city as drinking water reservoir. Along the lake the 

recreational area is planted with trees and flowering bushes, and here one also finds the 

largest and most exquisite residential areas. Here, large villas lie comfortably with well-

tended gardens, from where - in clear days - one can look back up into the hills of the 

Shivalik rising to the North-East, towards the Himalaya mountains. 

 

With time, business and investment opportunities, however, and the reputation of being 

Indiaôs ñcity beautifulò, Chandigarh became attractive for many more than for whom it 

was planned. Although the inner city is still not large seen in an Indian context, with just 

above one million inhabitants (District Census 2011), Chandigarh has expanded in 

response to the population pressure, merging its boundaries with adjacent townships. By 

2012, what used to be satellite towns surrounding a small city, had by 2013 put 

Chandigarh at the nexus of what has been called the ótri-cityô, with the satellite towns of 

Panchkula to its immediate South-East and Mohali to the South-West making up a 

massive, urban Northern Union Territory Capital.  

 

The city itself, however, has seemingly failed to live up to its high-modernist ideal of 

order, effectivity and progress. True, the Rajiv Gandhi IT-park, the myriad of baristaôs 

and pizza-places, five-star hotels and the up-market and gated residential areas does make 

for a óprogressedô image, but one that is not complete without the notable presence of 

urban byproducts; waste, pollution and poverty. The tenth President of India, K.R. 
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Narayanan, showed just how salient this distorted high-modernist image has become, 

when inaugurating an International conference celebrating Chandigarhôs 50th anniversary: 

 

ñChandigarh is not a castle built in the air. The architecture of Chandigarh could 

not ignore the compelling needs of Indian Society and the stubborn cultural values 

despite all its freedom from the fetters of past traditions. There is no city planning 

that could succeed in the face of our society, habits of our people, lapses of 

administration and lack of education and health. All said and done, Chandigarh is 

still the best city and is the cynosure of all eyes.ò  

(Narayanan in The District Census 2011:11) 

 

Portraying quite eloquently how the ñcompelling needs of Indian Society and the 

stubborn cultural valuesò was experienced as rather chaotic and overwhelming for the 

local elite to govern after the British colonial management withdrew, it also shows what 

happens to grand ideas and plans ï however well intended ï if the ñhabits of the peopleò 

are not considered.  

Some representatives of the ópeopleô to whom Narayanan refers, would be those that live 

in semi-permanent slums, or ócoloniesô just outside the inner-city. In the colonies of 

Janta, Mazdoor, and Pandit, dwellers arrive from the rural vicinity of Punjab and 

Haryana, and the even more populous but not as prosperous state of Uttar Pradesh, to 

seek employment or to escape harassment, oppression or hardship. They begin their 

hopeful escape, in small shacks with open sewages where rats, feces and waste run in 

small channels just outside their door. The children have no offer of any public-school 

system, and there is little money to go around, of what little there is, often goes to men in 

large cars offering shady rental contracts, with a lingering uncertainty to stop the city 

administration ploughing the settlements to the ground. 

 

Other ópeopleô whose habits do not conform with the modernist ideal, live even further 

out in the periphery of the Union Territory. Most of them are farmers and factory 
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workers, and they never, or seldom, visit the City Beautiful. Not because it is so far away, 

but because they do not see themselves as having any business there, as ï at the present 

anyway ï the jobs of the inner city are out of reach, and so are the rental prices. Some of 

those people live in the Shivalik Hills, in a small village, called Rani MǕjri. 

 

Rani MǕjri  
 

From a distance, on the shoulder of two hollows, created by the continuous erosion of 

seasonal streams, the village of Rani MǕjri looks like a neat collection of houses with a 

forested thicket at its back. It is small, even in a hill village context, with just about 50 

joint and nuclear households. The village as an administrative unit is geographically 

bordered to the North by a seasonal river that run in the southernmost hollow, and to the 

North-East by the government protected forest (jangal)16, and the steep Shivalik Hills. 

From here, they begin their slow rise into eventually becoming the Himalayan mountains. 

 

Towards the West the village fields fan out like a peacockôs tale flowing out onto the 

alluvial plains below until they meet the fields that belong to lower-lying villages, the 

closest one being BapȊli. To the South, the village fields run across a small ridge to meet 

with the fields of the tiny settlement of Khot. Although lying quite low in the hills, the 

population in this area by descent define themselves as Pahaἠi, or ñof the mountainsò, 

and speak a local version of the dialect by the same name. The village settlement pattern, 

and social organization in Rani MǕjri is based mostly on caste-identity, of which there 

                                                 
16 Looking into the etymology of ñjangalò, (Hindi/Urdu for forest, wood, jungle) Michael Dove 

(1992) argues that the word itself has undergone a transformation, from original jangala, which 

referred to ancient civilization, to the contemporary jangal now referring to óforestô, (not 

civilization) (Dove, 1992:231,240). This shift in etymology, Dove argues, represents a shift in 

evaluation, from a civilization (culture) excluding wilderness (nature). This particular shift is too 

complex to outline here, but it corresponds to historical changes in land use, and to rulers of the 

land fostering sedentary and intensive patterns of land use which in turn facilitated centralized 

political and economic control; shifting the balance between animal husbandry and agriculture to 

favor the latter (Dove 1992:238).  
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were three: Rajput, the main landowning caste and Lohar, the main artisan caste. Both 

lived in the village center. ChǕmar, the Scheduled or Dalit caste, lived in their own 

hamlet towards the South, between the main village and Khot.  

 

 

Fig.3: A rough sketch of the center village of Rani MǕjri 

 

 

The Rajputs were traditionally a warrior caste, and continued to be so as an internally 

defined category. They were by 2013 also categorized as a ñForward Casteò by the State 

of Haryana, an externally defined state category, indicating that the Rajput castes receive 

no positive discrimination by the state such as seats in higher education or in government 

positions because of their superior position in the caste system. 
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The Lohars, also the internally preferred name for the caste group, were categorized as a 

ñBackward Casteò by the Haryana State. To belong to this category, is means to be 

entitled some forms of positive discrimination and reservation in higher education and in 

government employment. This category generally includes marginalized castes, like 

tenants and small-scale cultivators (Gupta 2005:414). To be 'Backward Caste' is not to 

bear the burden of 'untouchability' as the Scheduled Castes mentioned below, but is to be 

in a depressed economic situation contributing to their ñbackwardnessò, which Gupta 

defines as to ñlack a culture of learningò (ibid:423). 

 

The ChǕmars commonly went by the name Harijan, by the upper castes and by the 

ChǕmars themselves. As such, Harijan was the internally defined category. Calling them 

by the name of ChǕmar was derogatory, and as such I will refrain from calling them that. 

Harijan was the term chosen by Gandhi (Sharma 1984:121) to refer to the Scheduled 

Caste/Dalit/Untouchable population of India, but seeing that Harijan also seen by some as 

offensive, I have opted for the State category of ñScheduled Casteò. This seems to be the 

most accepted term both by the general public and by the people themselves, as an 

internally used category. To be categorized as Scheduled Caste by the Haryana State had 

some political and economic benefits, as they were entitled to reservations in higher 

education and in government employment, as a compensation technique for the social 

disadvantage of being lowest in the Hindu caste system 

Caste and gender regulate a personôs behavior, prospects and residence, and are also 

intricately interwoven with class. I will get back to class and the caste-based pattern of 

settlement in chapters 3 and 4 respectively, and to gender towards the end of this chapter. 
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Fig.4: View from the village roofs in February 2013, out over the North Indian plains 

 

Seen from the rooftops of Rani MǕjri, facing westward and about 600 meters above sea 

level, one can look over the agricultural landscape of the plains below, with smaller 

villages that grow larger along the major roads. In clear days, one can make out the 

towering factory pipes of the heavy industry that define the hillier skyline to the North-

West, and to the South, the growing tri-city of Chandigarh, Panchkula and Mohali. 

On misty days, of which there are many because of the difference in temperature between 

the valley floor and the hillsides, one can barely see the terraced fields below the village. 

Partly irrigated by the local water-channel (hereafter by its local name, kuhl) system of 

irrigation, the fields consist of an intricate patchwork of plots bordered by stone fences, 

and alternate between having an arid and uniform look in the hot and dry seasons, and 

being a mosaic of green during the wetter growing seasons; the winter-growing season 

(rabi) and the monsoon-growing season (kharǭf). 

 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































