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This thesis reports the findings of a case study on the Tehri dam protest in 

Northern India. These findings are used to examine two fundamental ecofeminist 

propositions. Considerable evidence in support of ecofeminism has been drawn 

from the Chipko movement. This research documents the Anti-Tehri dam 

movement, a contemporary Chipko protest. The thesis documents the geographic 

and sociocultural context of Garhwal, explores the relationship between sustainable 

development and ecofeminism, builds connections with Gandhian perspectives and 

presents the regions social movements. 

The findings fail to support the ecofeminist propositions. Instead, the Tehri 

dam protest is motivated by a strong sense of connection felt by Garhwali's with 

their place. This penon-place connection is the foundation of individual and cultural 

Garhwali identity. Identification theory is considered in reference to environmental 

changes which threaten this important source of identity and self definition. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Efforts to modernize the third world in the image of the economically and 

technologically progressive West have largely failed to realize the stated goal of 

enhancing conditions and quality of life for the people of Southern nations (Korten, 

1990, 1995; Sachs, 1993; Braidotti et a/, 1994; Harcourt, 1994). Instead, these 

efforts are often followed by conditions of increased poverty, gender inequalities, 

wealth disparity and environmental degradation (Korten, 1990, 1995; Shiva, 1989; 

Braidotti et al, 1994). Recent analysis of development has stimulated considerable 

criticism, debate and insight into the causes, results and alternatives to 

development's implicit commitment to unlimited growth. Ecofeminism and 

sustainable development are two areas of discourse analysing destructive modes 

of development and exploring alternative approaches toward enhancing living 

conditions within socially sustainable and ecologically responsive limits. 

Building alternative visions and sustainable approaches to quality of life 

improvements is the goal of both the ecofeminist and sustainable development 

discourses. While sustainable development scholarship has focused less on 

gender issues and more on the underlying assumptions and processes toward 

attaining sustainability, ecofeminists have focused upon the analysis of the problem, 

emphasizing women's role toward resolving the declining world conditions. In 

response to these conditions of environmental and social decay, grassroots protests 

have emerged worldwide associated with the anti-nuclear, peace, environmental 

and feminist movements. Linking women's involvement in these protests and the 

awareness of their gender-specific relationship with the environment, ecofeminists 

assert the essential role of women toward addressing the environmental crisis. That 

is, since Southern women are the primary users and managers of natural resources 

due to their role as subsistence providers, ecofeminists argue that they are 

therefore more actively involved in protecting and maintaining this source of 

suwival, 



Ecofeminism has provided insightful analyses into the forces influencing 

environmental degradation and women's oppression, stimulating considerable 

interest and awareness of the issues surrounding these 'relations of domination'. 

Ecofeminism's powerful critiques have informed much of my own work and this 

research was originally intended to ground this discourse in the lives of the peasant 

lndian women who depend on their natural environment. Ecofeminisrn is best 

described as discourses rather than a theoretical framework due to the multiplicity 

of views and approaches toward understanding and transforming the current 

situation. These different views stimulate considerable debate. One main source 

of debate reflects the views of many cultural ecofeminists who assert a biologically 

determined link between 'womenr and 'nature' recognizing the commonality in their 

oppressions and symbolic and literal associations of their life-giving qualities and 

women's reproductive capacity. However, for many feminists this assertion is 

untenable as it undermines the basis of the feminist struggle. One influential 

cultural ecofeminist is Vandana Shiva, an lndian woman from Garhwal. 

To address the environmental and social crises, cultural ecofeminists such 

as Vandana Shiva offer the subsistence perspective which is the vision of a 

feminist, ecologically sound, non-colonial and non-exploitative society based on the 

interconnectedness of all life (with Mies, 1 993). Shiva presents the agricultural 

subsistence lifestyle of the peasant lndian woman as a symbol of the subsistence. 

perspective (1989). She goes on to outline recent struggles in which these women 

are active in protecting their agricultural subsistence lifestyle which is increasingly 

threatened by commercial exploitation of natural resources and large scale 

industrial development projects. At the root of their struggle, argues Shiva, is 

women's desire to protect the environment so that they may maintain their 

subsistence lifestyle. On several occasions. Shiva asserts that lndian women are 

at the heart of these 'spontaneous' struggles often depicted as fighting against the 

wishes of men. From this evidence, Mies and Shiva assert that women are more 

concerned with the survival subsistence perspective while men are committed to the 

unlimited growth-oriented economy ( 1  993). In short. men value power and money 



over life (Mies and Shiva, 1993). In this way, they portray women as more 

concerned with life, environmental well-being and the heroines of societal 

transformation. 

The Chipko movement, a grassroots resistance movement involving 

peasants in rural North India, is often presented in ecofeminist discourse as 

evidence of women's struggle to protect their natural environment. Ecofeminists 

portray Chipko activists as empowered, rural. peasant women fighting for their 

survival against the patriarchal and western machine of capitalist exploitation (Mies 

and Shiva. 1993). 

This research study examines the Tehri dam protest from the peasant 

activists' perspective. I consulted women and men from rural North India about their 

experiences and explanations regarding their activism in this Chipko-related 

movement. The research examines two fundamental ecofeminist propositions by 

studying a protest which is popularly depicted as a contemporary ecofeminist 

struggle. 

First, the research examines Shiva's proposition that women are more 

concerned with the subsistence perspective and environmental protection than men. 

This proposition has led cultural ecofeminists to argue that women are therefore 

closer to their natural environment than men. Second, the researcher examines the 

proposition that women's involvement in the Tehri dam protest reflects their desire 

to protect the natural environment and their subsistence livelihood. Alternative 

perspectives of the protests against the Tehri dam protest and women's role in it 

are considered. The study considers historic, material, cultural and feminist views. 

These views challenge Shiva's ecofeminist claims and introduce other factors which 

could be influencing the Tehri dam protest. 

The research involved open-ended and unstructured interviews with key 

informants and structured intewiews with 185 men and women who were affected 

by the Tehri dam. Local news articles, analyses of the Tehri dam and other social 

movements in the region and a local women's conference also informed the 

research. Using NUD'IST, a qualitative data analysis software package, the 



researcher coded, categorized and analysed the data to examine the two 

fundamental propositions of ecofeminism. The study identified respondents as 

either protestors or supporters of the dam and primary reasons for protesting or 

supporting the dam. It examined these findings in terms of residence. livelihood 

patterns and age variables and revealed that cultural. material and social factors 

have influenced the Tehri protest. This evidence weakens ecoferninist claims of 

women's inherent link to nature and their innate environmental concem. 

I chose the case study as the research methodology because it facilitates 

examining and refining theory. The study was limited to the Tehri dam protest and 

this method was effective for examining this situation as such a phenomenon is not 

easily distinguishable from its context. Further, the case study facilitates the use of 

several sources of evidence such as interviews, secondary ethnographic data. 

newspapers, observation and in-depth discussion. Furthermore, analysis of 

sociocultural, political and geographic data highlights other forces shaping the Tehri 

dam protest. 

The study details the political context in which the protest occurs including 

analysis of other social movements in the region. This analysis reveals that current 

social activism is predated by a long history of peasant protest for subsistence rights 

against the local monarchy (Guha. 1989). As well. movements for separate 

statehood and control over local resource management affirm the importance of 

subsistence rights for the people of the Tehri. The research findings indicate that 

protestors concem for their subsistence is only one part of a more generalized need 

to protect their sense of attachment to their motherland, a foundation of their 

identity. 

The study presents the geographic context as an important element toward 

understanding women's condition and their relationship with the natural 

environment. The geography of the region dictates a difficult struggle for survival 

based upon agricultural subsistence. Located in the heart of the Himalayan 

foothills, women must terrace steep hillsides in order to grow hardy varieties of rice. 

grain and vegetables. Landslides and flooding have become growing problems as 



logging companies extract valuable forests for export sale. While irrigation is 

accessible for a small amount of riverside land. most people depend on the 

monsoon rains to water their fields. These conditions shape the hardy people of 

Garhwal and their way of life. 

In addition to these geographical conditions. social and cultural factors detail 

the difficulty of Garhwali women's lives. Because many men work outside the 

villages to earn supplementary income in conjunction with traditional gender roles 

and responsibilities. the women of Garhwal are primarily responsible for the majority 

of the agricultural labour in addition to managing household activities. Cultural 

traditions such as dowry, patrilocality and patrilineal land tenure have contributed 

to the subordinate status of women in Garhwal. 

Analysis of the interview data indicates that the protest against the Tehri dam 

reflects the people's sense of attachment and connection towards their homes. 

land, village and others with whom they live. This attachment embodies their 

subsistence based livelihoods as one aspect of the person-place connection. 

Although some differences exist between men and women in terms of their 

rationale, more significant differences are related to residence, age and livelihood 

variables. The differences between men and women may largely be accounted for 

in terms of their culturally defined gender roles and responsibilities. As such the 

protest represents not simply women's protection of their basic subsistence, but 

amongst many Garhwalis, a more generalized rejection of development defined by 

unlimited economic growth which threatens the foundation of their very identity. 

The study does not support the ecofeminist assertion that women are more 

concerned with the 'subsistence perspective' and fight to protect their local 

environment to a greater extent than men. Furthermore. while women's gender 

roles and responsibilities reflect greater involvement in the natural environment, I 

argue that cultural factors influence their relationship with the natural environment 

to a greater extent than biological factors. The study presents evidence which 

weakens the suggestion that women's relationship with the natural environment is 

biologically determined. Further, contrary to my expectations, I came to the difficult 



conclusion that women are not necessarily superior managers or protectors of 

natural resources nor are women's interests necessarily complimentary with those 

of the environment. 

The findings also reveal other issues surrounding the protest. In addition to 

concems about their ability to subsist in the relocation sites, other important 

concems included personal and familial security, loss of social and cultural capital 

and being forced to live within the moneyed economy. As the Tehri Hydro 

Development Corporation (THDC) forces the people of Tehri to relocate to more 

urbanized regions, respondents expressed concern over their ability to survive. 

In the next chapter. I outline the ecofeminist perspective and link 

ecofeminism with sustainable development which closely reflects Mies and Shiva's 

(1993) subsistence perspective. Chapter three details the problem driving the 

research. In particular, the research examines the value of ecofeminism in 

accounting for and explaining women's activism in 'environmental' protests such as 

Chipko and the Tehri dam movements. Here, I consider alternative perspectives. 

Chapter four and five discuss the geographic, social. cultural and economic contexts 

followed by a presentation and analysis of three regional social movements. In 

Chapter six I present the case study research methodology and in chapter seven 

the findings of the research are presented and discussed. 

Before concluding, chapter eight explores the findings in relation to 

identification theory and sustainable development. I discuss the inherent social 

violence of top-down, exploitative approaches to development. Although 

ecofeminism brings to popular awareness important elements of the development 

crisis, it conveys theoretical weaknesses. I conclude by returning to ecofeminisrn 

in light of these findings in an effort to contribute to its refinement and the strengths 

offered in the ecofeminist analysis and the spirit of this framework. 



CHAPTER TWO: ECOFEMINISM AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

Introduction 

Since Boserup's work in 1970 revealed the negative impact of development 

efforts upon women. considerable scholarship has explored and confirmed these 

findings (for example, Mies et all 1988: Shiva. 1989; Mies 8 Shiva, 1 993; Braidotti 

et al, 1994; Harcourt, 1994). By 'development' I mean the objective of Industrial 

countries to 'modernize' and 'develop' the third world in the growth-centred image 

of the progressive West. Increasingly, scholars are linking the growing global 

poverty, wealh disparity and environmental decay with efforts by Western nations 

to 'develop' countries of the South (Sachs, 1993; Mies and Shiva, 1993; Korten, 

1990, 1995). A strong critique of these efforts undertaken by wealthier nations is 

at the foundation of the ecofem hist perspective. Although many grassroots 

organizations have succeeded in designing and implementing appropriate 

development initiatives which embody and address issues important to women. 

other westemcentred development projects continue to reinforce structures which 

support domination and exploitation. Indeed, in many cases it is not only women 

who suffer from these endeavours, but more generally, poor, dominated groups of 

people and the ecosystem. 

The promotion of sustainable development is an important response to the 

awareness of the environmental and social decay associated with the Western 

approach to 'development'. Sustainable development is, 

development which meets the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs ... SustainaMe 
development requires meeting the basic needs of all and extending to all the 
opportunity to satisfy their aspirations for a better life ... sustainable 
development must not endanger the natural systems that support life on 
Earth: the atmosphere, the waters and soils, and the living beings. (WCED 
1 987:43-5 in Braidotti et al. 1 994) 



This perspective grew out of an awareness of the problems associated with the 

mainstream, Western mode of development and is based upon a strong criticism 

of the growthsriented approach to 'developing' nations of the South. 

In conjunction to the growing criticism of Western modes of development. 

feminists were actively examining and revealing the role of patriarchy, colonialism 

and reductionistic science in sustaining hierarchical relations of domination. This 

analysis focused mainly upon relations between men and women. However, many 

feminists, particularly those from Southern countries began to build connections 

between the debate for sustainable development, with its criticism against western 

development, the oppression of women and other relations of domination and 

exploitation. One such 'relation of domination' which feminists incorporated into 

their analysis involved the growing awareness of environmental degradation 

stimulated by the global environmental movement. In this intellectual and political 

environment, ecological feminism grew as a movement and a theocy. Ecofeminism 

em bodies an examination of hierarchical relations, systems of power and 

exploitative institutions which have contributed to women's subordination, 

degradation of the environment and exploitation of the third World. Both a theory 

and a movement. ecofeminism is yet another response to the increasing decay of 

society and the environment. 

This chapter begins with an introductory outline of ecofeminist theory 

highlighting the main themes found in most ecoferninist discussions followed with 

a more specific discussion of cultural ecofeminism. The chapter also presents the 

underlying propositions of cultural ecofeminism which are examined by this 

research. 

Ecofeminism 

In general. ecofeminism is a union between deep ecology and feminism 

(Reuther, 1993). Deep ecology examines the nature-human relationship and 

criticizes the implicit superiority human beings have assumed over nature 

(Plumwood, 1993; Braidotti et al, 1994). Deep ecology calls for a new ethic which 



equally values nature from a more holistic awareness. Feminism contributes to this 

criticism by revealing a long tradition of sexism and the domination of women 

through an analysis of patriarchy, capitalism and knowledge creation or rationalistic 

science (Reuther, 1993). Ecofeminists debate the domination of nature and women 

and seek to understand the root of all forms of domination and hegemony in order 

to neutralize them. Ecofeminist discourse reveals the history and implications of the 

unhealthy commitment to Cartesian, rationalistic science evident in modem, western 

society. Critical of the inherent dualism within patriarchy, capitalism and other 

relations of domination, ecoferninists uncover the sustaining linkages between these 

oppressive structures (Plumwood. 1 993). 

Considerable literature by feminists and ecofeminists examines the roots of 

patriarchy in western culture. Rosemary Radford Reuther (1993) details the 

evolution of Jewish, Christian and classical (Platonic) thought which has 

progressively affirmed the inferiority and danger associated with the feminine. 

including both women and nature1. The scientific revolution and reformation in 

Europe reinforced these beliefs and introduced the possibility of freedom from the 

earth's limits with the development of new technology (Reuther, 1993). The feminist 

analysis contributes to the understanding of female and environmental domination 

and reveals the dualisms which provide the foundation of hierarchical relations such 

as those perpetuated by patriar~hy.~ Val P lumwood attributes the subordination of 

women and nature to the dualism inherent in western thought which she traces back 

to Plato and Descartes (Plumwood. 1993). Plumwood presents a material basis of 

the dualisms in which women and nature are 'backgrounded'. This material 

hierarchy then, is built on western. dualistic thinking which has supported 

hierarchical relations and relations of domination (Mellor, 1993). 

1 See also, Sacred P l e m  by Riane Eider, 1995. which details the influence of religious 
ideology in sustaining women's inferior status and reinforcing the idea of the feminine being 
associated with a dangerous and unpredictable nature. 

2 Such dualisms include: maleffemale. reason(culture)/nature, mind/body, subject/object and 
self/ot her. 



Maria Mies has contributed considerably to the ecofeminist critique of capital 

accumulation and the exploitation of colonized peoples, women and nature (1982, 

1 986, 1 988). From a feminist. Marxist perspective, Mies outlines the destructive 

impact of capitalism against both women and nature (1982, 1988). Because of 

women's poslion in society, they are more negatively affected by environmental 

disaster and decline. Conversely, the powerful elite who hold the balance of power 

and create knowledge, conceive of the environment in terms of the value they can 

extract from natural resources? Effectively, capitalism reinforces and embodies the 

hierarchical domination of patriarchy. Similarly, within a patriarchal belief system, 

women's work is defined as natural and therefore free or of little value because it 

is biologically determined (Mies, 1988). From these beliefs, wealth is created by 

exchanging for value, that which is defined as free (Mies, 1986). In this way, 

capitalism is based upon the value that can be extracted through exploiting both 

women and nature. Mies argues that women and the environment sustain the 

capitalist system which is further legitimated and justified by patriarchy and modem 

s~ience.~ 

Ecofeminists believe that the growth of modem science eroded a more 

feminine conception of the world as whole and interconnected and replaced it with 

a Cartesian knowledge system which systematically separates and dissects 

(D'Souza, 1994). In contrast, feminine knowledge systems are represented by a 

more systemic and holistic perspective supportive of mutualism and relationship 

with a connected approach to knowledge creation (Braidotti et al, 1994). A blind 

commitment to rationalistic knowledge systems minimizes other forms of 

knowledge. This unbalance has been evident in western culture since the 

enlightenment (Eider, 1995; Reuther, 1993; Plumwood, 1993). 

3 Capitalism is also largely based upon land ownership of which Indian women are almost 
entirely excluded due to religious doctrine and tradition. It is through ownership that 
resources are freely extracted, similar to a husband's gain (dowry) in having a wife. 

4 See for example; Mies & Shiva's &ofeminism, 1993: Mies, Bennholdt-Thomsen & Von 
Werlhof's, mmen  T h e t  Colony, 1988: and Mies', Indian Housewives Produce for the 

e Makers of N a m ,  1982. 



Rationalistic knowledge creation evolved under patriarchy. Based upon 

reduction, differences and measurement. it sustains patriarchal hegemony by 

assuming the inherent superiority not only of humans to nature, but also male to 

female. In this way, patriarchal epistemology has supported hegemony and a 

'logic of domination' (Shiva, 1 989). Francis Bacon, the father of modem science, 

asserts that the domination of nature and women was necessitated as the 

foundation of modem science, 

For like as a man's disposition is never well known or proved till he be 
crossed. nor Proteus never changed shapes till he was straitened and held 
fast, so nature exhibits herself more clearly under the trials and vexations of 
art (mechanical devices) than when left to herself. (Bacon in Mies & Shiva, 
l993:l76) 

From this perspective, in order to know nature, men must examine, manipulate and 

torment. Since women have long been associated with nature, accepting the 

premise that men are inherently superior to women is a natural conclusion. Based 

on this line of thinking, Plumwood (1993) asks if the problem lies not in women's 

relation with nature, but the devalued status of nature itself. 

There are several different ecofeminisms, such as social, socialist, liberal 

and cultural. For the purposes of this research, I focus on cultural ecofeminism as 

presented by Carolyn Merchant (1 992). Building on Merchant's framework. I 

discuss Vandana Shiva's work. Shiva is a cultural ecofeminist although she goes 

further than other cultural ecofeminists in emphasizing the importance of biology 

over society. Cultural ecofeminism attempts to address the ecological crisis and 

transform patriarchy by revaluing feminine qualities and approaches. I briefly 

introduce criticisms of the cultural ecofeminist view and consider the connections 

with the literature on sustainable development. 

Cultural Ecofeminism 

The following discussion outlines the basic tenets of cultural ecofeminism. 

Carolyn Merchant (1 992) describes cultural ecofeminism in contrast to the 

several other types of ecofeminism. Cultural ecoferninism is 



a response to the perception that women and nature have been mutually 
associated and devalued in western culture ... Physiologically, women bring 
forth life from their bodies, undergoing the pleasures. pain. and stigmas 
attached to menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth, and nursing while men's 
physiology leaves them freer to travel, hunt, conduct warfare, and engage in 
public affairs. (Merchant. 1992: 190) 

Merchant goes on to explain that for cultural ecofeminists "human nature is 

grounded in human biology" (1 992: 191). Cultural ecofeminists expand upon this 

biological basis by critically examining the social construction of gender in creating 

relations of domination between men and women. While acknowledging the role 

of socially constructed gender roles, for cultural ecofeminists these social 

constructions are ultimately based upon women's reproductive biology which has 

in turn kept them closer to home and reinforced their role as the fundamental care- 

given (Merchant, 1992). For cultural ecofeminists. the source of women's 

empowerment is in revaluing women's reproductive capacity. For some this means 

turning patriarchy upside down so that women and their connection with biological 

reproduction become women's source of power. 

Cultural ecoferninism assumes that an inherent woman-nature connection 

has been subjugated and ignored by a long history of patriarchy and domination. 

Western culture is accused of creating and sustaining the institutions which are so 

destructive to the environment and gender relations (Shiva, 1989). Cultural 

ecofeminists present the assumed womannature connection which has historically 

held an inferior status to men and reason/culture as the alternative which will solve 

the ecological crisis and relations of domination found in gender, race and class. 

By re-valuing feminine characteristics (such as caring, nurturing, empathy) and 

feminine ways of knowing which embody holism, connection and relation, cultural 

ecofeminists assert that the social and ecological crises will be resolved (Braidotti 

et a/. 1994). This woman-nature connection implies that women enjoy a stronger 

connection to, or relationship with, the natural environment than their male 

counterparts because of their reproductive biology. Mies and Shiva (1 993) assert 

that women are more concerned with the subsistence perspective while men are 



more interested in the unlimited, growth-oriented economy. Essentially almost all 

cultural ecofeminists assume that women's interests are complimentary and 

supportive of environmental protection or conservation. This research examines the 

validity of this argument by comparing men and women's conceptions of their local 

environment and their relationship to it. This study also examines the assumed 

complementarity between women's interests and environmental conservation. 

Shiva's work has contributed to both cultural ecoferninism and the Women, 

Environment and Development discourse. Shiva's work is important for this 

research for several reasons. First, she presents the women of Chipko as an 

essential example of women's innate connection to nature and symbols of the 

ecofeminist perspective. Second, she regards their political activism in protecting 

their environment from the destruction of western white male ideology as an 

example of this relationship and the desire for a more sustainable approach to 

development. In Ecoferninisrn (1993), Shiva and Mies present an alternative to 

patriarchal, exploitative development ('maldevelopment'). This alternative, called 

the 'subsistence per~pective'~ is based upon the 'feminine princfple' . This 

alternative perspective contributes to the examination of sustainable development 

and is briefly explored. Shiva's work in both Staving Alive (1 989) and Ecofeminisrn 

(with Mies, 1993) establishes linkages between ecofeminist thought and sustainable 

development discourse. Because of her emphasis on the biological connection 

between women and nature, she has also received considerable criticism for her 

work. 

5 Characteristics of the subsistence perspective include: economic activity to create and re- 
create life rather than feed the anonymous global market; economy based upon new 
relationships between humans and nature and amongst all people; supports participatory 
grass roots democracy; a multi-dimensional and interconnected problem solving approach 
such that social problems are solved together with ecological problems; resistant to 
privatization; it feads to reintegration of spirit, culture and work to life (Mies 8 Shiva, 1993). 

6 The 'feminine principle' apparently reflects the real lives of rural Indian women and 
embodies the subsistence perspective, a reverence for life and environmental 
preservation. The principle reflects Indian women's struggle to protect their natural 
environment and maintain ecological harmony (Braidotti eta/, 1994). 



The 'subsistence perspective', an alternative to western capitalistic modes 

of exploitative and patriarchal development, is a peoplecentred approach ( Korten, 

1990) which is ecologically sound, non-exploitative and committed to equality in all 

relations. By addressing social inequality and ecological exploitation, the 

'subsistence perspective' is a sustainable approach to development. Mies and 

Shiva assert that by joining with men, their sustainable alternative to development 

fulfills the demands of an ecofeminist society (1993). From this perspective, the 

protests by women to protect the environment are a grass-roots struggle against 

western (male) notions of progress and development. 

However, critiques of Shiva assert that 'subsistence perspective', is an 

impossible return to earlier, more harmonious times of the past which are free from 

colonial exploitation or modem technology (Braidotti eta/, 1994). They attack Shiva 

for romanticizing the poor, rural, lndian woman as living in harmony with nature and 

implying that earlier times were free from environmental or human exploitation 

(Braidotti et a/, 1994). Critics present considerable evidence to suggest that Shiva's 

assumptions regarding women's traditional harmony with nature, are false (Jackson, 

1993; Guha, 1989). They also argue that Shiva's theory lacks any historical or 

sociocultural context (Guha, 1989; Jackson, 1993). Shiva responds to this criticism 

by asserting that it is simply a reflection of the dualist thinking inherent in patriarchal 

epistemology which separates nature from humanity (Shiva, 1994). She asserts 

that "nature" should not be conceived of within a specific time or history as these 

are both constructs of rationalistic science. Instead, with ecology at the centre, 

"nature is not external and is not spatially and temporally separated from our being" 

(Shiva, 1 994). However, Shiva fails ts ccnfront the exploitative conditions in which 

Indian women of earlier times suffered and implies in the present and in earlier 

times of ecological harmony, lndian women have not exploited their environment 

(Braidotti et a/, 1994; Jackson, 1993). Considerable evidence suggests that this 

view is simplistic and ungrounded in the experiences of Garhwali women. 

Sherry Ortner explains women's universal subordination in terms of the 

woman-nature link which is based upon social conditioning which is reinforced by 



women's reproductive capacity (1974). The revaluing of the feminine, or reversal of 

the patriarchal hierarchy such that women (in connection with nature) hold the 

superior position is presented by Shiva (1 989, 1 993) and reiterated by other cultural 

ecofeminists (Susan Griffin, 1 983; Plant, 1 989). Whereas Ortner's position could 

be described as socially constructivist in that women's link with nature is based 

upon the construction of gender identity within a cultural, material and historical 

context, this position also highlights the influence of women's biology on their roles 

and responsibilities (1 974). Shiva goes further in explaining the woman-natu re 

relationship and protection in terms of women's reproductive capacity (biology) 

which establishes their nurturing, caring and protective attributes (1 989). 

However, not all feminists accept the cultural ecofeminists' assumption of an 

inherent woman-nature connection. First, social feminists criticize this view for 

reinforcing the very stereotypes about women that feminists have worked so long 

to change. That is, some forms of ecofeminism attempt to strengthen the 

biologically deterministic view of humanity which feminists have long refuted. From 

this perspective the woman-nature connection simply serves to maintain women's 

subordination and exploitation (Jackson, 1 993). However, what such critics fail to 

acknowledge is that the woman-nature connection has inspired many women, (e-g., 

Chernobyl, Love Canal protests) and provided considerable motivation toward social 

and ecological change in the form of women's activism (Merchant, in Diamond and 

Orenstein, 1990). As well, some ecofeminists argue that rather than denying the 

existence of such a relationship, women should exploit the opportunity offered and 

use this implicit assumption as a foundation for women's empowerment and 

sociaVecological action (Carlassare, 1 994). 

The cultural ecofeminist movement is important for several reasons. It 

highlights the oppression of both women and nature by the complex web of 

patriarchy, capitalism and knowledge systems embedded with hierarchy and 

dualism. Ecofeminists have begun to reveal the pervasiveness of patriarchal 

epistemologies by examining the history and development of knowledge systems. 

It is important because it brings these issues to the awareness of more people and 



offers an alternative analysis to understanding the underlying influences of the 

current situation. This perspective has brought together previously disconnected 

academics, activists and perspectives and inspired women worldwide to protest 

against injustices. Finally. while the assumptions guiding ecofeminism still require 

further refining, its overall objective of an ecologically sound, equitable, non- 

exploitative and non-colonial society reflect the desires of many people who are 

striving towards more sustainable and whole lives. 

Sustainable Development 

Related to Mies and Shiva's work in ~coferninisrn, Wendy Harcourt's (ed.) 

*sb n inable Develo~ment (1994), includes essays by 

feminists with environmental concerns. This collection includes analyses of 

capitaIisVpatriarchal systems and their implications for both women and the 

environment, closely reflecting the same criticisms and concerns voiced by 

ecofeminists. The focus on sustainable development addresses the current 

ecological crisis with an awareness of the negative impact mainstream 

(mal)development has had upon women of the third world (Boserup, 1970) as well 

as the environment (Korten, 1990). However, more than one of the essays in this 

edited work demonstrate the same weaknesses found in Shiva's ecofeminist view 

such as romanticizing poor, third world women and maintaining dualism inherent in 

patriarchal epistemologies, discussed below. For example, see "Feminist 

Orientalism and Development", by Apffel-Marglin and Simon and 'The South Wind: 

Towards New Cosmologies," by D'Souza, (in Harcourt, 1994). The strength of this 

collection is twofold: its focus on development and analysis of the impact of 

patriarchal domination is grounded in experience and it offers alternatives which are 

more direct and practical than much of the theoretical debate within ecofeminism. 

Another important contribution to this focus on the sustainable development 

discourse is Women. the Fnvironment and Susjain&le Development: Towards a 
Theoretical Svnthesis, by Braidotti et al(1994). This theoretical overview of gender 

and development examines the evolution of ideas, movements and perspectives 



relating to women, the environment and development issues. Building on the 

awareness that capitalist, patriarchaMevelopment approaches are based upon the 

exploitation of nature and women's work, the authors closely examine several 

theoretical perspectives informing the sustainable development approach. These 

authors present the various weaknesses and inconsistencies in the works of Shiva 

(1 989) and Mies and Shiva (1 993), including the charge that they are too critical of 

all that is Western (Braidotti et al, 1994). However, they acknowledge the 

importance of Mies and Shiva's work for feminist perspectives on sustainable 

development. 

The literature linking ecological feminism and sustainable development is 

relevant to this review for several reasons. First, the present research examines a 

protest against a growth-oriented form of development which will displace 

approximately one hundred thousand people and destroy fertile agricultural land. 

Many people interviewed during this research asserted that they are striving for a 

sustainable alternative to this massive and destructive project. Second, 

ecofeminism believes linkages exist between women's subordinated position in 

society and the degradation of the environment. 

The sustainable development literature is important here for two reasons. 

It presents a theoretical and practical alternative striving to preserve the ecosystem 

so that future generations can meet their subsistence requirements. Both 

perspectives outline strategies to build harmony between human and ecological 

systems. For proponents of sustainable development the harmonious human- 

nature relationship is based on a civil society through local participation such that 

all members of society participate in a process which listens to their previously 

unheard voices. For ecofeminists, harmony in ecological and human systems 

means transforming relations of domination which account for the foundation of 

environmental and gender exploitation. Both ecofeminism and sustainable 

development strive toward a just, equitable and ecologically sound society free from 

exploitation. 



Second, the basic tenets of the sustainable development literature support 

many of the social movements in the Garhwal region which have their roots in the 

Sarvodaya movement associated with Gandhi. Both environmental issues and 

social inequality are concerns of the people of Garhwal. Garhwalis' protest to stop 

the Tehri dam is based upon their desire to maintain their sustainable way of life 

through subsistence agriculture. Although their protest is not simply for finding an 

environmentally sustainable alternative, but rather, it is an effort towards social 

sustainability in presewing their cultural traditions which are threatened with 

extinction by the construction of the Tehri dam. Environmental sustainability is an 

unintended consequence or related by-product of Garhwalis need to protect their 

cultural identity. 

Conclusion 

The ecofeminist perspective presents the destructive and oppressive force 

of patriarchal epistemology and capitalism on the global environment and human 

relations, highlighting the similarity between women's oppression and the 

exploitation of the environment. Cultural ecofeminism is criticized by social theorists 

for asserting that women are more environmentally aware and concerned than men, 

or enjoy a closer relationship with the natural environment. Some ecofeminists 

suggest that this assumed woman-nature connection is demonstrated in and 

responsible for women's activism in environmental protection. Troubled with 

inconsistencies and criticism, different versions of ecofeminism have emerged and 

continue to evolve, Ecofeminist discourse must contend with these internal 

differences. With this research I hope to provide empirical evidence to further refine - 

ecofeminist theory. 



CHAPTER THREE: THE PROBLEM 

This chapter describes the problem guiding the research project. Essentially, 

the purpose of the research is to examine cultural ecofeminism and it's underlying 

propositions. The research provides empirical evidence to describe and explain 

recent activism in Tehri Garhwal which ecofeminists assert is a woman's 

environmental protest. The research attempts to explore and account for any 

differences between men's and women's relationship with the natural environment 

and their involvement in this environmental movement. This chapter presents two 

cultural ecofeminist propositions and several perspectives which are critical of them. 

First, this chapter introduces the Chipko movement because it is often 

presented as evidence for ecofeminism. Second. in contrast to ecofeminism, I 

present the several different perspectives which attempt to account for women's 

involvement in the 'environmental' movements of Garhwal. 

The Chipko movement in rural North India is well known to environmentalists, 

feminists and grass-roots development workers7. Chipko became famous for the 

involvement of women in protecting their local environment. The Chipko movement 

is labelled not only as 'environmental', but the prominent role of women in this 

movement is emphasized by feminists. In addition, the various Chipko leaden use 

the movement's popularity to voice their perspectives for sustainable alternatives, 

often strongly related to the Gandhian perspective. Most recently, ecofeminists 

assert that Chipko demonstrates the implicit womannature connection which 

inspires and empowers Garhwali women to environmental protection and social 

action. Cultural ecofeminists assert that the connections between feminists, 

environmentalists and proponents of sustainable development are grounded in the 

real life experience of the rural women, Chipko activists. 

Vandana Shiva (1 989) reflects upon the lives of the women of Garhwal as 

evidence of the culural ecoferninist perspective. Shiva attempts to demonstrate the 

7 Chipko is a Hindi word which. literally translated, means "t hugn. The local people hugged 
the trees in order to prevent them from being felled by commercial loggers. 



woman-nature connection by describing the importance of lndian women to 

subsistence agriculture and asserting that these women both protect the 

environment and are the most negatively affected by environmental decline (1 989, 

1993). As evidence in support of ecofeminist theory. Shiva, along with several 

others, employ the Chipko movement of North India to show rural Indian women's 

'spontaneous' action to protect their local environment. Shiva (1 989) writes about 

lndian women in terms of their innate connection with the environment, suggesting 

that their reproductive biology provides them with the unique opportunity, not 

available to men, to be more environmentally aware and actively concerned with 

preservation of ecosystem (1989). In response to the ecological crisis. Shiva 

presents the 'feminine principle' along with poor, marginalized women, the victims 

of the ecological crisis, as the heroines of transformation to save their local 

environment (Shiva, 1989, 1993; Braidotti et al. 1994). 

The cultural ecofeminist proposition that there exists an innate womannature 

connection is the source of considerable debate. First, feminists argue that this 

proposition affirms the same beliefs they have struggled so long to refute. A second 

criticism of the implicit woman-nature connection is that it is essentialist in character 

because it conceives of women as a homogeneous category and also does not 

appreciate the cultural construction of nature (Jackson. 1993a). By essentialhing 

the category of 'women', the variety and diversity amongst women is ignored such 

that differences of class, caste. race, education, religion and culture are deemed 

unimportant. That is, with women considered a homogeneous category, the 

hierarchical relations associated with race, ethnicity, or age are not recognized by 

society and some marginalized groups of women suffer an unacknowledged 

disadvantage. Related to this criticism against Shiva is that the varied role of 

culture in shaping beliefs and conceptions of nature also goes unrecognized. In this 

way "nature' or 'the environment" are inert and universalized, the interaction 

between culture and nature ignored. Shiva reacts by saying that 'women acting 

together in spite of their diversity is not equivalent to the essentializing of women as 

a uniform category" (Shiva, 1 994). 



Shiva asserts that the women involved in Chipko protested 'spontaneously' 

in order to protect their local environment. However, others suggest that the 

historical and cultural context in which the Chipko movement exists, provides 

important insights into peasant activism in the Garhwal region (Guha, 1 989; Aryal, 

1 994a). Since Garhwal has a long history of peasant protest strongly linked to basic 

subsistence, these scholars argue that the material and historical context must be 

considered when explaining the activism in Garhwal (Guha, 1989). Such an 

analysis is grounded in the local context and forces a re-evaluation of ecofeminist 

claims. 

A third challenge to the woman-nature connection is that it is biologically 

deterministic and fails to account for change and variability in reproductive or 

environmental relationships (Jackson, 1993a). The assumed woman-nature 

connection brings several questions to mind. Are men excluded from relations of 

environmental harmony and protection, or even nature itself? Does culture not 

include nature and the symbolic conceptions of the natural environment? Are all 

women therefore environmentally aware and protective by virtue of their 

reproductive biology and does this necessarily exclude men? Finally, how do 

contextual factors such as cultural, material or historical conditions impact this 

assumed connection? 

Another perspective which challenges ecofeminism's view of the woman- 

nature connection comes from self proclaimed 'feminist environmentalist' Bina 

Agarwal (in Jackson, 1 994; Harcourt, 1 994; Braidotti et a/, 1 994). Agarwal suggests 

that Indian women are more active in environmental protection than men simply 

because their situation in society means that they are more affected by 

environmental decline (Braidotti et a/, 1994; Harcourt, 1994). Essentially, women 

in Indian society primarily hold positions subordinate to men. In Garhwal for 

example, women are the primary subsistence producers which includes unpaid 

agricultural and household labour, while men are more well integrated into the 

moneyed economy. From Agarwal's perspective, these women suffer greater 

marginalization because of their responsibility as providers for their families and the 



importance of the environment in meeting this responsibility. In contrast, men are 

less negatively impacted by environmental decay due to their involvement in the 

pure capital economy (Mies. 1986). Agarwal suggests that women's involvement 

in protests reflect their subordinated position. 

Finally, Cede Jackson, critically examines the weaknesses in the arguments 

of both ecofeminists and feminist environmentalists (1 993a; 1 993b). Particularly 

critical of the essentialist linkage between women and nature made by ecofeminists, 

she presents considerable evidence which weakens the argument that women and 

nature are innately connected (Jackson, 1 993a). Further, she goes on to question 

whether women are indeed more affected by environmental decline than men 

(Jackson 1993a). In particular, she highlights that neither 'women' nor 'nature' are 

homogeneous categories. Jackson asserts that women are as guilty as men of 

environmental degradation and due to systems of patriliny, land tenure and 

changing household responsibilities, women's relationship with the environment is 

more complex than ecofeminists assert (Jackson, 1 993a). Misrepresentation of 

women as environmental protectresses romanticizes the rural Third World woman 

and ignores variability amongst women and their relations with men and nature. 

This misrepresentation also heaps the responsibility of environmental protection 

upon the already heavily burdened shoulders of these peasant women. 

Although ecofeminism exhibits theoretical weaknesses, for Garhwali women, 

a woman-nature connection appears to reflect their daily lives. As will be shown in 

the findings, their work and responsibilities are closely associated with their local 

environment. As Garhwalis mourn the environmental decline they have 

experienced over the past 20 years and presently fight to transform political 

injustices, ecofeminism affirms their subsistence-based lifestyles. In contrast to 

capitalist strategies to control and dominate nature within a culture which oppresses 

women, ecofeminisrn is about "the search for an ecologically sound, non- 

exploitative, just, non-patriarchal, and self-sustaining society ..."( Mies & Shiva, 1993: 

297). In support of ecofeminism, this perspective initially appears to reflect the 

conditions and concerns of the Tehri dam protestors. However, the findings show 



how Garhwalis conceive of their natural environment and also indicate that 

sociocultural variables influence varied meanings and conceptions of nature. 

The Chipko example is often cited in support of women's 'spontaneous' 

activism (Shiva, 1989; 1 993) in protecting their natural environment. Such 

spontaneity purportedly reflects the intimate bond between these women and 

nature. In contrast. Guha and other Garhwali writers tie the Chipko activism to a 

material and historic context in which such activism is far from 'spontaneous' but 

planned, organized and executed by a politically active populace. Ecofeminist 

proponents assert this activism demonstrates women's physical and spiritual 

connection to nature and their determination to protect it. 

Discrepancies exist between Shiva's, Agarwal's. Jackson's and others' 

attempts to explain women's involvement as activists in social and environmental 

protection movements. This research study provides an opportunity to better 

understand any gender differences in Garhwali's conception of, and respective 

relationship with, the local environment, its protection and the mediating factors 

shaping their activism. Ecofeminists and local development workers describe the 

Tehri dam protest as evidence of the inherent woman-nature connection and the 

ecofeminist perspective (Sri Bhuvaneshwari Mahila Ashram, 1 995). This research 

study will examine the relevance of ecofeminist theory and the appropriateness of 

Chipko and the Tehri dam protest as a embodiments of the ecofeminist movement. 

In examining ecofeminism, I chose to focus on two proposlions of the theory. 

First, I question the proposition, characteristic of cultural ecofeminism, that women 

are closer to the environment, or are more concemed with environmental protection 

and the subsistence perspective than men. Second. I question whether women 

(and men) are protesting in the Tehri dam dispute either completely or primarily, for 

environmental reasons. That is, this research examines whether women are 

concemed with protecting the environment and their subsistence livelihoods and if 

this is different than men's reasons for protesting. The study contrasts alternative 

explanations for the protest against the dam with the ecofeminist perspective in 

order to most accurately reflect local perspectives about the Anti-Tehri dam 



movement. In this way, the theoretical strength and integrity of ecofeminism may 

be assessed. 

Conclusion 

This research is important for four reasons. First, the ecofeminist 

assumption that women's interests support environmental conservation does not 

adequately consider other variables which may influence their participation in 

environmental protection. Further, the woman-nature connection is an assumption 

based largely upon rhetoric and ungrounded interpretation. Challenges to this 

assumption may contribute to furthering and refining ecofeminist theory. Second, 

since these women are often upheld as primary examples of the ecofeminist 

movement. an underlying assumption is that women protest for environmental 

reasons in order to protect their subsistence based lifestyles. This research may 

serve to substantiate this claim. Third, since the ecofeminist perspective has 

influenced the literature on women, the environment and sustainable development 

(Braidotti et all 1994). an examination of this perspective is worthwhile. Finally, I 

strongly believe that the reality of these people's lives and their own experiences be 

accurately portrayed. 



CHAPTER FOUR: THE CONTEXT 

In this chapter, I outline the geographical and cultural context. This will 

include the geographical setting and the people of Garhwal, primarily focusing on 

the women. The focus on women reflects the emphasis on women in terms of the 

theoretical perspectives included. The context is important to this discussion for 

several reasons. First, the geographical region provides the physical aspect of an 

individual's relationship to the environment. Second, the social, cultural and political 

conditions are significant details for understanding the nature of the protest and 

influences which shape individual's conceptions of their environment. Much of the 

support for ecofeminism, particularly the writings of Shiva (1 989, 1 993). is based in 

this geographical region. Unfortunately, the evidence for ecofeminism has not 

emerged from research or included an analysis or examination of the contextual 

influences. Finally, many of the alternative perspectives to ecofeminism assert the 

importance of understanding the cultural, historical and material context. 

Geography 

Uttar Pradesh is the largest and most heavily populated state in India. It has 

one of the lowest literacy rates and many regard it as one of the poorer states in 

India. Uttarakhand is the northernmost district in the state of Uttar Pradesh, 

bordering both Nepal and China. Uttarakhand is made up of two regions, Garhwal 

and Kumaun which collectively contain 8 distinct regional areas. Garhwal, one of 

two sparsely populated regions in Uttarakhand, includes portions of the Indian 

Himalayas and its foothills. Garhwal is made up of five districts; Oehra Dun, Tehri, 

Pauri, Chamoli and Uttarakashi. The people of the Garhwal region eke out a 

meagre subsistence from combinations of agriculture, trade, seasonal labour and 

permanent employment. With land holdings usually less than two acres, fields are 

cut into steep hillsides producing hardy varieties of rice, grains, tubers and other 

vegetables (Jain. 1991 ). 



The state of Uttar Pradesh consists primarily of plains landscape. However, 

the Uttarakhand district is geographically distinct from the rest of Uttar Pradesh as 

it is made up of the mountains of the Himalayas and the siwalkfoothills. These 

geographic distinctions result in more difficult subsistence conditions for the people 

of Uttarakhand and symbolize the cultural differences between the hill region of 

Uttarakhand and the plains of Uttar Pradesh. Tehri is one of five districts which 

comprise the region of Garhwal and is the location h which the research occurs. 

Two maps on the following pages show the location of Tehri Garhwal and the dam. 

Map 1 details the location of Tehri within the state of Uttar Pradesh. The 

Uttarakhand region is also shown on this map. Map 2 shows the location of the 

Tehri dam within the Tehri district. 

Explaining the failures in central Government planning for Uttarakhand 

development, P. C. Joshi highlights several contributing factors that reveal social, 

cultural and economic conditions in the region (1 995). These factors include: a 

lack of an analysis of the region's social and economic problems resulting in 

inappropriate and ineffective planning, geographic isolation in conjunction with rapid 

development resulting in social and economic disintegration and increased labour 

out-migration by male family members resulting in increasing women's work, 

responsibilities and risk (Joshi. 1995). These conditions reveal an abrupt encounter 

between the traditional, community-centred Garhwali culture with a rapidly 

'progressing' India, characterized by an urgency to become a 'modem' society. 

Garhwalis are struggling to understand and adapt to these changes which are 

forced upon them and the associated alienation, dislocation and confusion. 

Garhwal is one of the poorer regions within Uttar Pradesh, often called a 

'backward" region. This designation refers to the social, economic, cultural and 

political characteristics of the region and its people. Geographically separated from 

the plains region, Garhwali society has largely been forgotten or has succeeded in 

avoiding the push towards modernity. While some aspects of modernity such as 

electricity and television for the wealthier peasants have reached many of the rural 
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areas, age OM traditions remain intact and people continue to live in much the m e  

way as their ancestors? 

Except for a minority with fertile riverside land holdings, most families in 

Garhwal are unable to produce enough food to meet their survival needs. Gupta 

and Kishor found that at least 30% of a family's annual income is from non- 

agricultural cash income. "...crop production alone is not the only source of 

livelihood in the region, hence it must be supplemented by other occupationsn (p. 

47).' Due to the limited ability of families to meet subsistence needs, a majority of 

able bodied men work outside the village and often outside the region to 

supplement the family's agricultural subsistence (Jain, 1991). It is with considerable 

pride that Garhwali men are well represented in the Indian army. Because many 

of the village men work outside the region, the Garhwali women have assumed 

household responsibilities of caring for the family and animals as well as farming the 

land (Joshi, 1 995). 

The People of Garhwal 

While this section focuses upon the women of this region, it also provides a 

more general landscape of the cultural context. Although the research project does 

not focus exclusively upon women, much of the theoretical work this research 

strives to inform is women-centred. The following discussion and the body of the 

research clarifies the importance of women's lives and roles in this region. By 

including both urban and rural men and women, and people from many age groups 

and education levels, the research adopts a comparative approach to test the 

underlying assumptions of ecofeminism. 

8 Such benefits refer to stronger social cohesion within the family unit as well as with the 
community which was often described as a large extended family. Some families have 
famed the same land for several generations. Strong place-based community and cultural 
traditions persist. 

9 Although undated, this work was published after 1988. This publication is of a 
socioeconomic and land use planning study in the Narendranagar development block. This 
block is approximately 35 kilometres by road from Tehri town and dam sight where this 
research was located and is intended to provide demographic details as these communities 
are similar in political, geographic and cultural conditions. 



The women of Garhwal are considered by most Garhwalis to be strong and 

hardy. Garhwalis explain that women conduct the majority of the work around the 

household such as collecting animal fodder, household water and wood for cooking 

(Jain, 

Here in the mountains, a man without a woman will die of starvation or 
become a wandering renouncer. Why? Because women do all the work. 
From feeding the children to milking the buffalo to cutting the wood to 
weeding to harvesting to raising a family. What do we men have to do? 
Plough. (Sax, 1990: 26) 

Because the geography of the region is characterized by mountainous, remote and 

very steep terrain, these tasks are very dangerous and difficult. It is explained that 

women's hardiness comes from living and working in such a demanding 

en~ironrnent.'~ These women are almost entirely dependant upon the area's natural 

resources. They collect much of their household requirements from the streams 

and forests surrounding their villages. The work they conduct on farming land 

provides much of the food for their family. Many of them report considerable 

knowledge about medicinal herbs and foods they gather from the forests (Rawat, 

1995). While these women carry a heavy burden of responsibility. they rarely own 

land and are subject to patriarchal customs such as child marriage and patrilocality 

which severely limit their freedom and degree of self determination. These women 

then, find themselves in a difficult situation where they usually hold the primary 

responsibility of caring for the family and farming with little power or legitimacy in 

exercising this responsibility. 

Garhwali women generally live in villages helping their mothers with their 

work until they are married. Few attend school and for those who do, the 

percentage who complete studies beyond the 8th standard is low. One study found 

that in a nearby community only 58% of men over 10 years of age were literate 

10 William Sax in, "Mountain Goddess" describes that in Garhwali society there is a strong 
person-place connection (Sax, 1991). This person-place connection may be mitigated for 
women due to the practice of patrilocality, however the women of the hills are "strong like the 
mountains they live in" by virtue of being Uttarakhandi, regardless of specific origin. These 
themes are discussed further in the analysis of the findings. 



(Gupta & Kishor). In contrast, no women above 10 years of age were found to be 

literate. Change toward greater education is apparent among younger women, 

however, to a lesser degree than for their male counterparts. For example, of 

children aged of 5-1 0 years 17% of males and 6% of females were literate (Gupta 

and Kishor). Almost all marriages are arranged and the custom of patrilocality 

entails that the young woman move to her new husband's home. The culture 

considers her a member of her husband's family where she continues to live and 

work until she dies. A typical Garhwali women is likely to live in only two villages 

during her lifetime. After moving to her husband's village, she rarely travels beyond 

the limits of the village and the local forests. If she does leave the village, it is 

usually for household provisions or to visit her maternal village. Although she may 

have considerable knowledge about her village and the surrounding environment, 

her knowledge of the 'outside' world depends on stories brought back by male 

family members working outside. 

Since women are largely responsible for child rearing, they are the primary 

conduits of local knowledge, tradition and socialization. Although these women live 

under the control of family men and their mothers-in-law, when a woman eventually 

becomes mother of her married sons, she exercises the greatest degree of power 

and autonomy. This status holds true, not only in terms of her own life, but relative 

to others in the extended family. This power is mediated somewhat by the death 

of her husband at which time the eldest son may assume the leadership role. 

Nonetheless, the achieved status as mother-in-law is an important one in a woman's 

life. 

During the 1995 conference on the Empowerment of the Women of Garhwal, 

the oppressed status of Garhwali women was clearly detailed by Nan-Governmental 

Organization (NGO) workers, academics and leaders of local women's 

organizations. Women are given full responsibility for all household and farm labour 

with few, if any, rights to land or the household economy (Sri Bhuvaneshwari Mahila 

Ashram, 1 995). Further, because of increasing environmental degradation, women 

must work longer hours which, in turn, leads to poorer health and well-being (Sn' 



Bhuvaneshwan Mahila Ashram, 1 995). Incidents of female infanticide are common. 

widow remarriage is very restricted and women's lives are determined primarily by 

male figures: father, husband, or eldest son. Patrilocal (virilocal) maniage patterns. 

patrilineal land tenure and the custom of paying dowry for a daughter's maniage 

result in women's poorer status in Garhwal. 

In light of these conditions, the activism by women of Garhwal raises some 

interesting questions. The threat of environmental degradation which thereby 

increases women's already heavy responsibility is the most common explanation 

for their environmental activism (Sri Bhuvaneshwari Mahila Ashram, 1995). 

There has been a gradual but marked shift in the family life in Garhwal since 

Independence in 1947. An increasing number of male family members are 

migrating out of the region for employment (Guha, 1989). Studies have largely 

attributed this migration to the commercial exploitation of natural resources, the 

perception of increased economic opportunities outside the hill region and rapid 

population growth. Some village studies have reported that up to 50% of the able- 

bodied men do not reside in the village for most of the year 'being forced to seek 

employment elsewhere" (Guha, 1989: 147). In some villages, 'more than 60 per 

cent of the family income is generated outside by male migrants who remit a major 

portion of their earnings (by 'money order') to the village' (Guha, 1 989: 147) ." 
These conditions reveal the changing demography of Garhwal thereby increasing 

women's responsibilities (Jain, 1 99 1 ; Joshi, 1 995). Not only do women assume 

more household responsibilities, but they must now travel further for wood, water 

and fodder because of population growth and stricter environmental legislation 

(Joshi, 1995). These issues are at the heart of many of the peasant movements in 

Uttarakhand. 

Given the great responsibility of caring for their families, a stable source of 

outside income is of considerable and growing importance to these women. To 

alleviate this responsibility, a woman's life is made considerably easier when her 

11 This is based upon "Report of the Task Force for the Study of Eco-Development in the 
Himalayan Region', mimeo. Planning Commission (New Delhi, March 1982). 



husband secures a permanent position. Since there are few opportunities for 

permanent jobs within Garhwal, this generally entails that men leave the region and 

mail portions of their earnings home, hence the title 'mail order economy' has been 

attributed to Garhwal. The Uttarakhand movement for separate statehood which 

is discussed in the next chapter highlights the importance of male income for 

Garhwali families. 

In addition to relying on their husbands, these women recognize the 

importance of their sons as wage earners. The discrepancy between the 

educational levels of young men and women in Tehri Garhwal (50% literacy rates 

for adult males. 0% for adult females in some communities) attests to the 

considerably greater value attributed to male education. Since parents expect the 

male children to support them, employment opportunities of young men represent 

security for their elderly parents. The importance for these women that their sons 

are able to secure gainful employment is demonstrated in the recent and ongoing 

Uttarakhand movement. The struggle for independent statehood, at the heart of the 

Uttarakhand movement, became increasingly intense after attempts were made to 

introduce job reservations for Outcastes and Other Backward Castes (OBCs). 

Since the majority of Garhwalis are of the Rajput caste, these reservations 

threatened their opportunities to secure jobs. Most protestors have been older 

women who are striving to maintain the opportunities for their sons to secure gainful 

employment in the region. The Uttarakhand movement is discussed in a later 

section. 

The intensity of the Uttarakhand movement reveals the heavy responsibilities 

of these women and their desire to alleviate this weight, or at least prevent an 

increase. The involvement by Garhwali women in the Uttarakhand movement is 

presented as evidence both of the difficult conditions for these women as well as 

their willingness to actively protest against measures which threaten to make their 

situation increasingly burdensome. Women's willingness to protest against 

measures which threaten their ability to feed and care for their families is also 

demonstrated in the world-famed Chipko movement. In addition to the famous 



Chipko movement, the majority of protestors in both the Uttarakhand movement and 

the Anti Tehn' Dam struggle, are the women of Garhwal who are, once again, 

fighting to protect their interests. 

Given this context, the next section will discuss peasant movements in the 

Garhwal region. The Chipko movement which conveyed the message of women's 

spontaneous protest to protect local forests has alerted considerable attention. 

Brief outlines of the social movements in the region are useful to detail the 

sociopolitical environment and philosophical context within which the Tehri dam 

protest began and evolved. The section also explores the use of Chipko as an 

environmental and feminist movement, introduces the Anti-Tehri Dam movement 

and discusses the implicit links between these movements. 



CHAPTER FIVE: THE SOCIAL MOVEMENTS OF GARHWAL 

This chapter has seven parts which provide a history and analysis of three 

peasant movements in the Gahwal region. The chapter begins with the links 

between sustainable development and the Gandhian influence over the regional 

movements of Gahwai. This is followed by a discussion of both the Chipko and the 

Uttarakhand movements. These two movements are analysed for their similarities. 

I also question the appropriateness of the various labels and descriptions attributed 

to these movements. Specifically. the analysis examines the degree to which these 

movements are either 'environmental' or 'women's' movements. Building on an 

historical perspective, this analysis concludes that these attributions are simplistic 

or theoretically convenient. The history of the Tehri dam protest will follow, along 

with its relationship to earlier movements. 

Gandhi, Sarvodaya12 and Sustainable Development 

In general, the main principles of Gandhi's philosophy involve an obligation 

to seek the truth, selfless action, courage and non-violence. For Gandhi, non- 

violence represents a mode for achieving worthwhile change in society for the 

greater good of all or Sarvodaya (Bose, 1971). This involved gifts of land to 

landless peasants, non-violent protests against corrupt governments or institutions 

and an alternative economic system (Bose, 1 971 ; Potter, 1 971 ). Gandhi's 

economic alternative was directed towards reforming capital and labour such that 

wealth and class disparity may be replaced with greater equality and harmony 

amongst different groups (Bose, 1971). He spoke out strongly against the creation 

of material wealth which he considered to be a form of violence. Although 

Gandhi's model was humancentred, the protection of the environment was of 

central concern based upon his experience in Europe where he felt the environment 

had suffered great destruction (Roy & Tisdell, 1992; Potter, 1971 ). In this sense, 

12 Belonging to the Gandhian movement, meaning: the welfare of all, or the greatest good for 
the greatest number. 



his principle of non-violence went beyond human relations to include the natural 

environment. Gandhi urged that natural resources not be depleted or destroyed 

faster than nature could replace them. Finally, Gandhi's vision for India included a 

process of development which involved complete decentralization of government 

to the village or community level such that democracy could work more effectively 

(Roy & Tisdell, 1992). Gandhi supported such a decentralized system whereby 

villages could be self-reliant, meeting their basic needs of life. 

Many parallels can be drawn between Gandhi's sarvodaya movement and 

the underlying tenets of sustainable development. First, for both Gandhi and 

proponents of sustainable development, environmental protection is considered 

important, especially with respect to resource conservation where sustainability is 

a foundation for both perspectives. Gandhi's concept of village self-reliance is 

based upon local resource management which is sustainable and enables villagers 

to meet their basic human needs. Second, Gandhi's alternative economic system 

is against material wealth creation, as he asserts wealth is based upon acts of 

violence, both against people and nature. Although sustainable development 

proponents do not base their views upon a moral code such as Gandhi's, economic 

growth is a source of considerable debate with respect to sustainability. Due to the 

natural limits of the earth, economic growth or the creation of increasing amounts 

of wealth is not sustainable. Further, equity is a fundamental theme in the 

sustainable development discourse, especially for women who are voicing demands 

for greater input on resource management (Braidotti et a/, 1994). This reflects 

Gandhi's views on land and labour reforms in which equlty amongst all peoples 

would contribute to harmony in society (Bose, 1971). 

Finally, a topic considered important for both, is a decentralized. 

participatory, democratic system in which power is concentrated at the local level 

(Braidotti et a/, 1994; Bose, 1971 ). This type of system supports localized control 

and environmental management as well as supporting cultural sustainability. 

Gandhi's writings suggest not only a tolerance of religious pluralism, but urged that 

individuals live in accordance with the values of the culture to which they belonged. 



Sustaining cultural diversity is considered to be an important element of social 

equity and the survival of humankind (Braidotti et al, 1994). In short, the Sarvodaya 

movement. based upon Gandhi's philosophy finds considerable support from the 

sustainable development perspective. 

This discussion is germane for several reasons. As will be evident in the 

following discussion, the Sarvodaya movement has contributed considerably to 

Chipko. Further, Chipko has, along with several other labels, been described as a 

Gandhian movement. The Gandhian character of the Chipko movement is 

discussed below. First however, the Chipko movement. 

The Chipko Movement 

Considerable research has been conducted on the life and philosophy of the 

Chipko movement which grew out of the sociopolitical conditions in Garhwal. The 

following briefly outlines the beginning and general evolution of Chipko. This 

movement is considered relevant to this research for three reasons. First, The Anti- 

Tehri Dam struggle has been described as a present-day Chipko protest. Second. 

Chipko is often cited as an example of empowered third world women fighting to 

protect their local environment. Finally, the history of the movement provides a 

significant part of the social and political context in which the present research was 

conducted. 

The Dashoii Gram Swarajya Mandal (DGSM), led by Chandi Prasad Bhatt 

is a local Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) which began with support from the 

Sarvodayamovement. This Gandhian based movement strives toward non-violent, 

village self-reliance based on small scale rural industry (Mitra, 1993). The DGSM 

focuses on village level development to foster seff-reliance through the effective 

use of local resources for small-scale rural industries (Bhatt, C.P., 1988). In the 

past, these efforts were hampered by strong competition and government support 

of larger, outside industrialists who secured contracts to extract valuable resources 

from the Garhwal region. For example, in 1971 local people were refused their 

traditional rights to fell local ash trees by the Divisional Forest Officer because ash 



was a "foreign currency earning' resource (Guha, 1989). However in 1973 the 

Symonds Sporting Goods company was awarded approval to fell fourteen of these 

same ash trees for commercial use (Aryal, 1994a). The DGSM along with local 

people were angered that outside industrialists could extract resources they 

regarded as their own. In response. the Chipko movement began in the Chamoli 

district of Garhwal based on a desire by the DGSM and Garhwali people to maintain 

control over local resources (Bhatt, 1988). 

In relation to the environment, local people began to make a connection 

between the clear-cut logging that had been taking place at higher levels in the 

mountains and the increasing severity of the landslides and flooding (Guha, 1989). 

During the monsoon of 1970, record-level flooding and landslides caused massive 

destruction both in Garhwal as well as in the plains (C.P. Bhatt, 1988). As 

commercial logging continued, local people supported by the DGSM became active 

in replanting trees to conserve and protect the natural habitat (C.P. Bhatt, 1988). 

In effect, it became clear that the commercial forestry practices threatened the 

ability of local people to provide for themselves in the only way they knew. When 

encouraging villagers to take part in Chipko and fight against the commercial felling 

and the Forest Department, Bhatt clearly outlined this threat. 

The first Chipko protest occurred in April, 1973 Chandi Prasad Bhatt 

organized villagers to go to the forest to prevent the Symonds Sporting Goods 

company from felling the local ash trees. Their success led to several other protests 

in which commercial felling of trees was prevented. Following several similar 

protests, the famed involvement of women began in March, 1974 when women in 

Reni took the initiative and prevented contractors from felling trees from their local 

forest while their menfolk were absent (Mitra, 1993).13 

The movement continued and spread to nearby Tehri where Sarvodaya 

leader and social activist Sunderlal Bahuguna championed the cause to prevent 

13 Recent reports reveal that some locals suggest that a fellow village man motivated the 
woman organizer, Gaura Devi to protest because he himself did not secure the contract to 
fell the trees. 



outside exploitation of forest resources. In addition to the tradition of hugging the 

trees characteristic of Chipko. Bahuguna also used other non-violent Gandhian 

tactics such as hunger strikes. Later to be recognized as an environmentalist, 

Bahuguna is responsible for rapidly increasing the awareness of Chipko both in 

lndia and internationally. In 1981, following an extended hunger strike by 

Bahuguna, a fifteen year moratorium on commercial felling above 1000 metres in 

Uttarakhand seemed to confirm the strength and success of Chipko 

(Bandhyopadhyay & Sh iva, 1 986). Protests have continued throughout Garhwal 

involving men, women and children. Chipko has become known around the world 

and has spread beyond the Uttarakhand region to many other parts of lndia such 

as Kamataka, Himachal Pradesh, Orissa and Rajasthan (Bandhyopadhyay 8 Shiva 

I 986). 

Though both Chipko leaders. Bahuguna and Bhatt, come from Sarvodaya 

roots, their approaches differ. While Bhatt encourages commercial projects at the 

village level, Bahuguna is adamantly against any type of development and even 

suggests limitation on forest use by local people. Where Bhatt places humans in 

the centre, Bahuguna asserts that human existence depends upon the health of the 

natural environment which must take precedence. Bhatt supports appropriate 

technology while Bahuguna's ideology implies a return to traditional times where 

humans and nature co-existed in harmony. For Bahuguna, 'We need a new 

technology to mend the mistakes committed by the technology and the source of 

that technology is (the) human heart" (Bahuguna, 1994). While these differences 

exist, both continue to ascribe to a Gandhian foundation. 

As Chipko became recognized internationally, largely through Bahuguna, the 

growing popularity of the global environmental movement seemed to influence the 

way in which Chipko came to be known and understood (Mlra. 1993). Capitalizing 

on this growing popularity, Chipko eventually came to be seen as an environmental 

movement. Further, in an environment of growing awareness of feminist issues and 

a desire to demonstrate the important role of women in development. Chipko was 

attributed with yet another role. Reflecting the strong representation of local 



women, this evolution emphasized their role. Thus Chipko, in addition to being 

adopted by the environmental movement, was eventually embraced by the global 

feminist movement. Used as an example of women's social activism and 

spontaneous protest in protecting the environment. Chipko became a symbol of 

activism in environmental protection by third world women within the global 

ecological feminist movement. 

Yet another label attached to Chipko is that it is Gandhian. The degree to 

which Chipko exemplifies the Gandhian movement is debatable. For example, on 

more than one occasion, protests have involved violence such as the famed Reni 

incident where women recall setting fire to labourers huts, throwing stones and 

chasing them (Aryal. 1994a; Mitra, 1993). Other sources argue that the beginning 

of Chipko was for commercial reasons primarily due to the fact that a local 

contractor was not chosen to cut local ash trees for the Symonds Sporting Goods 

Co. (Aryal, 1994a). Finally, the villagers who protested in the movement see Chipko 

as a struggle to protect their basic subsistence rights which have been eroded by 

state policies (Guha. 1989). This association however, has proven fruitful for 

Chipko in advancing its cause and popularity in India and abroad. Given the 

religious significance of the region for Hindus, the Chipko connection to Gandhi, the 

Father of the Nation, seems to have encouraged politicians to address Chipko's 

demands (Guha. 1989). The history of this region details extensive involvement in 

the pro-Independence movement. Many freedom fighters came from Garhwal, 

including Bahuguna himself who actively promoted the freedom movement in the 

villages". So, while Chipko may not exemplify Gandhian non-violence, the fact that 

Chipko was furthered by Sarvodaya leaders, the desire for village level self-reliance 

and the historical strength of the Independence movement in the Garhwal region 

lend support for the connection to Gandhian philosophy. 

In addition to the Chipko movement being associated with Sarvodaya leaders 

Bhatt and Bahuguna, another organization, the Utterakhand Sangharsh Vahini 

14 Bahuguna became a freedom fighter at 13 years of age. His maternal village of Sirain on the 
banks of the Bhagirathi lies within the dam catchment area and will be flooded. 



(USV) represents yet another face of Chipko. The Kumaun based USV is not 

associated with the Sarvodaya movement and like Bhatt places humans at the 

centre whereas Bahuguna places central importance on the environment. Further, 

the USV considers social and economic redistribution to be more important than 

environmental harmony (Mitra, 1993). In fact, in direct opposition to the objectives 

of the Chipko movement of Garhwal, the USV undertook tree felling campaigns in 

order that road and other development projects upheld due to environmental 

concems may proceed (Mitra, 1993). The USV seems to identify with villagers 

frustrations in that early Chipko protests did not secure their forest rights and may 

even have limited them further due to protective legislation (Mitra, 1993). 

Interestingly, several of the activists of the USV formed the Uttarakhand Kranti Dal 

which is actively involved in the Uttarakhand movement striving for the region to be 

recognized as a separate state (Mitra, 1993). Clearly, Chipko has come to be 

associated with a variety of protests. The common thread amongst them is the 

struggle to maintain subsistence rights for the people of the region through greater 

control over local resources and management by local constituents. 

The Uttarakhand Movement 

The Uttarakhand movement is a struggle by the people of the Uttarakhand 

region for separate statehood. This movement also reflects the desire of local 

people for control over local resources in a way that is responsive to their local 

conditions and concems (Aryal, 1994b). More specifically, the six and a haw million 

people of Uttarakhand (made up of the Garhwal and Kumaun regions) are striving 

for a separate hill state for four basic reasons: the political elite in Delhi show 

increasingly less interest in the region; influential leaders from this region fail to 

advance the cause of Uttarakhand as it is seen as politically unimportant; 

government policies continue to undermine traditional means of subsistence 

through loss of control over the local resources; and finally, government plans to 

address "economic dislocation, social disintegration, and ecological destruction" 

have failed (Joshi, 1995:25). Leaders of the movement assert that resource 



exploitation largely benefits "outsiders" and conuption at the state and national 

levels of govemment has meant that little if anything has been done to address the 

problems in the region since Independence except that which benefits the political 

elite (Aryal, 1 994b). 

Geographically distinct from the plains of Uttar Pradesh, the mountainous 

Uttarakhand has been recognized as a distinct society for over 50 years (Aryal. 

1994b). The struggle for independent statehood was first voiced in 1946, however 

the current protest is the most intense and long lasting of any of the previous 

attempts (Aryal, 1994b). Tired of being lumped under inappropriate plain's policies 

and initiatives, Uttarakhandis see separate statehood as their only answer. 

The movement recently became active again following the state-wide 

introduction of education and employment reservations for Outcaste and Other 

Backward Castes (OBCs) in July of 1994. The affirmative action type policy 

increased reservation quotas to 27%. Effectively, this meant that 27% of the 

positions in academic institutions and govemment offices were 'resented' for 

Outcaste or OBC individuals. In this way, Outcaste and OBC members were 

provided with greater opportunity in securing education positions and highly sought 

after government jobs. Protestors argued the reservation went too far because less 

than 4% of the Uttarakhandi population consisted of Outcastes and OBCs. They 

asserted that the reservation policy would motivate individuals from these groups 

to migrate to Garhwal in order to take advantage of the opportunities created by the 

reservation pol icy. 

Available evidence suggests that Rajputs constitute approximately 53% of 

the Garhwali population followed by 28% Brahmins (Beneman, 1972). The 

remaining 19% represents lower castes, outcastes and OBCs (Berreman. 1 972)15. 

Other sources state that outcastes and OBCs make up only 2% of the Garhwali 

population (Aryal, 1994b). Protestors complain that the reservation policy instituted 

15 This data is based upon Atkinson, 1886 and includes the entire Garhwal region. It should be 
noted that while these numbers fluctuate considerably by region, they are a general indicator 
of the caste structure for the present research in Tehri. 



by the government of U.P. would force Uttarakhand to assume the responsibility of 

other regions in U.P. by accommodating an influx of han~ans (outcastes) and OBCs 

who are expected to flock to the region to take advantage of the opportunities 

represented by the reservations. The reservation policy inspired considerable 

agitation and soon after Uttarakhand residents reacted angrily with chakkajams 

(wheel jams), strikes, curfews, hunger strikes and intense protests. At this stage, 

the protestors were fighting to stop the imposition of the state-wide reservation 

policy. 

The majority of Uttarakhand protest participants were middle-aged women 

mainly representing middle and upper castes. While their majority representation 

could be a reflection of the demography of the region, it also reveals the threat the 

reservation policy represents for these women. That is, the legislated reservations 

represent change and threaten to upset the relative position and power held by 

these women and their families in Uttarakhand society. Given the heavy burden of 

responsibility that many of these women bear, the struggle for separate statehood 

appears to be yet another protest in which women are striving to protect their own 

interests; their ability to subsist. Essentially they are fighting to ensure that their 

sons will have a greater opportunity to secure employment opportunities which, in 

turn, represents old age security for these women. 

The movement grew in intensity following the introduction of the reservation 

policy in July, 1994. By mid-September, however, the focus of the movement 

began to change from anti-reservation to a demand for Uttarakhand to be 

recognized as a separate state (Aryal, 1994b). This mid-stream change may have 

been a response to criticism that the movement was racist or casteist or the change 

may have attempted to capitalize on and redirect the anger that the resewation 

policy had inspired. Most likely, as protestors argued, the shift for separate 

statehood represented the desire for Uttarakhand to have the political power to 

implement reservation policies which accurately reflected the demography of the 

region. While the agitation against the reservations was unsuccessful, the struggle 

for a separate state continues. 



Not all Uttarakhandis support the anti-reservation cum bid for separate 

statehood movement. Local intellectuals argue that it is an antichange. 

protectionist movement led by the middle and upper castes of Uttarakhand (Aryal, 

1994b). The anti-reservation movement was seen as a bid to maintain traditional 

patterns of dominance and oppression in Indian society: a way to continue to 

suppress the depressed classes and maintain patterns of caste and class hierarchy. 

In support of this view, a local advocate offered evidence of violence against the 

outcastes and members of OBCs during periods of heightened agitation against 

reservations (Aryal, 1994b). That the movement has shifted toward creating a 

separate state does not relieve racist concerns. 

Chipko and Uttarakhand Revisited 

The context and history of the Uttarakhand region is an important element 

towards understanding the nature of the Chipko movement and its recognition as 

a popular environmental movement. In Unquiet Woods, historian Ramachandra 

Guha (1 989) reveals the considerable history of peasant protest against the British 

in Kumaun and the King in Tehri (Garhwal) regarding forest policy and subsistence 

rights. This history predates Chipko and sets the stage for this contemporary 

protest. According to Guha, Chipko is 

only one in a series of protest movements against commercial forestry dating 
from the earliest days of state intervention. .. the peasantry was protesting 
against the denial of subsistence rights which state policy has wrought. 
Essentially the movement was a response to a perceived breach of the 
informal code between the ruler and the ruled known as the 'moral economy' 
of the peasant (1 989: 174). 

In this light, the Chipko movement can be seen primarily as an economic struggle 

for survival by the people of Garhwal. Essentially, these people are struggling for 

their traditional rights to the forests of Gahwal. 

The Uttarakhand movement is related to Chipko in that it strives to maintain 

control over the environment in which the people live, to sustain the traditional forms 

of subsistence based upon agriculture and free access to forest resources. These 



traditions are threatened by commercial development, resource exploitation and 

state government policies which have eroded traditional rights of access to local 

forests. The contractors involved in large scale commercial resource extraction are 

frequently from outside the Uttarakhand with no cultural or familial ties to the region 

(Mitra, 1993). These movements both strive to localize management of these 

resources for greater accountability and responsiveness to local concerns. In this 

way, development would conceivably be limited by the extent to which it 

marginalizes local people. However, given the anti-reservation movement which 

motivated the separate statehood struggle, one wonders how well the cries of the 

lower and outcastes will be heard. 

The Uttarakhand movement has grown out of the frustration of Uttarakhandis 

at being ignored by state and national politics. It recognizes that resource 

exploitation has led to ecological destruction and that the commercial benefits from 

logging, mining and other resource intensive initiatives have been taken out of 

Uttarakhand. Increasingly more male family members have to leave the region for 

work in the army, police or labour jobs in the plains thus creating and sustaining the 

'money order economy"". Little has changed in Uttarakhand since Independence 

in the way of development except for road construction in the 1960's motivated by 

the Indo-Chinese border struggle (Aryal, 1994b). Other projects offered by the 

government are either entirely inappropriate for the geographical conditions of the 

region, or pilfered away by corrupt contractors who are not held accountable for the 

work. 

In a compilation of work by P.C. Joshi (1995), he likens the Uttarakhand 

region to the third world. In Joshi's opinion, the political elites are exploiting the 

people and the environment of Uttarakhand in much the same manner as colonial 

powers of the west have historically exploited the third world of the south. In many 

ways these two movements can be seen as a struggle against the western model 

1 6 While this migration is likely more related to the promise of economic opportunity in the urban 
centres, the decline in environmental conditions in Garhwal has likely only encouraged the 
male out-migration (Guha, 1989). 



of development based upon large scale resource exploitation and commercial 

initiatives. In response, these movements are striving for a more sustainable 

approach to development which is both locally accountable and responsive. Ideally, 

such an approach would recognize and respond to, the environmental and cultural 

nuances of Uttarakhand to a greater extent than powerful outside interests. 

The Uttarakhand movement is currently active. While this protest lies 

primarily within the political realm, it asserts the fundamental desire by the people 

of the region to exert greater control over the management of the region's resources 

such that they may preserve their traditional means of subsistence and way of life. 

These movements have been attributed with several labels. Chipko has 

been portrayed as a feminist, environmental and most recently, an ecofeminist 

movement. The Uttarakhand movement toward separate statehood evokes 

concerns of casteism and racism. However, from an historical perspective, these 

movements may be seen as a contemporary form of activism predating 

Independence and, in Garhwal, strongly influenced by the relationship between the 

peasants and the Monarchy (Guha, 1989). From this perspective, these 

movements may be viewed as primarily economic. 

Chipko and Uttarakhand as Women's or Environmental Movements 

The Chipko movement has been described as an environmental movement, 

a woman's movement and, more recently, an ecofeminist movement. In support of 

these claims, the several occasions in which Chipko activists consisted almost 

entirely of women are noted. Further, on one occasion, a Chipko protest actually 

pitted women against the menfolk of a village in protecting their local forest (Aryal. 

1994a; Guha, 1989). In addition, the great importance of the natural environment 

for Garhwali women is emphasized. Finally, the spontaneous nature of the protest 

is asserted to attest to this innate woman-nature connection. Given these incidents 

and the sociocultural context, Chipko has been put forth and to some extent has 

represented these movements related to the environment and feminism. 



In response to these claims, Guha's analysis places these examples within 

the historical context of peasant activism. In addition to this historical context, 

demographic factors can further explain women's involvement. As discussed 

earlier, women are the primary conduits of Garhwali culture and tradition. These 

women enjoy the height of their power only after successfully imparting the 

traditions and cultural practices to their children and daughter(s)-in law. In this way, 

as women strive to achieve positions of power, these positions themselves are 

dependant upon maintaining the status quo and conditions of domination over other 

women until they achieve these roles. With a continually increasing number of male 

family members leaving the region for gainful employment to supplement family 

income, increasing levels of responsibility have been heaped upon the shoulders 

of Garhwali women. The involvement of women in local struggles may be regarded 

as the method which Garhwali women have employed to ensure that their family 

responsibilities don't become impossible to meet. For example, women strive to 

maintain their local forests to ensure that they do not have to travel further afoot to 

gather fuel wood and fodder and are protesting to protect their son's educational 

opportunities. 

In terms of political activism in Garhwal, the Uttarakhand movement for 

separate statehood has been strongly supported by a majority of women protestors. 

This movement, shares with Chipko the desire for local control over resources and 

village self-reliance through small scale development. While the high level of 

women's involvement may suggest the improvement of women's situation, activities 

behind the scenes reveal contradictory evidence. Both Chipko and the 

Uttarakhand movement were initiated and continue to be led and organized by men. 

With no women in leadership roles, the suggestion that these are women's 

movements loses strength. Further, the backlash against reservation policy which 

motivated the current struggle for separate statehood cannot be considered positive 

for women of the lower and backward castes. Rather, this movement is largely 

supported by women of the middle and upper castes to maintain positions of 

relative power and wealth. Finally, neither Chipko, nor Uttarakhand protests are 



spontaneous. These movements have been organized, planned and implemented 

strategically by concerned men and women. 

In this light. while women have been active in protests that entail 

environmental protection, it is difficult to argue that the Chipko or Uttarakhand 

movements are in any way "women's" movements. For that matter, it is somewhat 

misleading to describe them even as "environmental" movements. Rather, these 

movements may be better understood as conservative, protectionist and anti- 

change protests against social and economic redistribution. That is, these 

movements strive to maintain traditional hierarchical power structures and prevent 

the erosion of traditional rights over forest resources. 

The appropriateness of the environmental designation to Chipko is a more 

complicated matter. Because the subsistence agriculture base of the economy of 

Garhwal is primarily dependant upon the health of the ecosystem, such an 

attribution on face, seems appropriate. In addition, many cultural factors belay the 

importance of the natural environment to Gamwali people. However, the economic 

foundation for these struggles contrasts the assumption that Chipko is essentially 

environmental. Finally, the description of Chipko as 'spontaneous' appears to be 

a convenient label which does not portray the movement accurately. These issues 

are explored in greater detail in the analysis of the data. 

The Anti-Tehri Dam Movement 

This section presents the history of the protest against the Tehri Dam and will 

be followed by a discussion of the relationship between Chipko and the Tehri Dam 

conflict. The Anti-Tehri dam movement is yet another peasant protest against the 

large scale exploitation of local resources. The dam will generate electricity and be 

used to provide plains farmers with irrigation, water for Delhi homes and the income 

for the state government. The dam requires the displacement of almost one 

hundred thousand people often with little or no resources to live on. They will be 

forced to leave their paternal homes, friends and cultural roots to try to begin again 



in a new and unfamiliar place. The following presents the history of the movement 

against the dam. 

The Tehri district is in the heart of the Garhwal region. Flowing from 

Gangotri, the Bhagirathi river is a main tributary of the river Ganga cawing with it 

the religious symbolism for which the Ganga is so highly regarded amongst Hindus. 

The Bhagirathi runs through Tehri district near the main town also named Tehri 

where it is joined by the Bhilunguna river. Due to the favourable geography of this 

region the viability of building a hydro electric dam was explored as early as 1949 

(THDC, 1995). The dam was proposed to provide needed irrigation for plains 

farmers, water supply to meet the growing needs of Delhi and generation of hydro 

electric power (THDC, 1995). Eager to duplicate the successes of other major dam 

projects of that time, site selection for the dam project began in 1 961 . By 1 976 the 

government of Utter Pradesh accorded administrative approval for the project and 

in 1978 construction began, however it was hampered by local opposition (THDC, 

1 995). 

This opposition led the Indian government to form an expert working group, 

the Roy Committee, which was to review the dam project. Following 

recommendations in the report by the Roy Commission (1 980-1 986), the Ministry 

of Environment and Forests recommended to the Government that the project 

should be abandoned unless several environmental problems were addressed and 

resolved. However, at about the same time, the former Soviet Union approached 

India to offer technical and financial assistance. Though this assistance was 

originally intended for nuclear power projects, the two countries could not agree on 

several issues (Pearce, 1 99 1 ). Instead, the Tehri dam project was deemed viable 

and the Roy Committee recommendation was ignored. The Tehri dam project 

proceeded without environmental approval (Bhatnagar, 1991). Construction and 

planning continued in 1986, but in response to heated public protest, a second 

committee was commissioned in 1990 to conduct an environmental appraisal of the 

dam (Guha, 1989; Pearce, 1991). This committee submitted the Bumla report in 

1990 which put forth its own recommendation "that the Tehri dam project, as 



proposed, not be taken up as it does not merit environmental clearance" 

(Government of lndia, 1990: 3). The construction of the Tehri dam continued. 

The Anti-Tehri Dam Action Committee began in the early 1970's as local 

concern grew over the possibility of a major dam project (Pearce, 1 991 ). This 

committee has fought through the court system up to the Supreme Court of lndia 

which conceded in 1990 that it was not competent to judge whether the government 

had made the right decision in proceeding with the dam (Pearce, 1991 ). In addition 

to this legal battle, the struggle against the dam has been taken up by 

environmentalist and popular Chipko figure, also from the Tehri region, Sunderlal 

Bahuguna. 

Along with other protestors, Bahuguna set up a dhama17 at the construction 

site of the dam in 1989 as well as following the 1991 Uttarkashi earthquake (Dogra, 

1993). In 1991, he has promised to remain at the site until the dam project is 

abandoned. Along with several other fasts, he has conducted two indefinite fasts, 

in 1992 and 1995 for 45 and 49 days respectively (Tehri Action Group, 1995). On 

each occasion he stopped only at the assurances of the Prime Minister of lndia that 

a full review would be conducted into the dam and the surrounding environmental 

and safety issues. Although dam construction was halted for six months in 1995 

due to local protest accompanied by Bahuguna's second fast, work on the dam 

resumed in October, 1995. Although promised, the government has not yet 

conducted the environmental review since the 1990 Bumla report which conferred 

with the earlier Roy report in recommending the dam be stopped pending 

environmental approval. 

In addition to the environmental and safety concerns surrounding the dam, 

the movement to stop the dam highlights the impact of the dam upon the culture 

and lifestyle of the affected people. Families displaced from their ancestral villages 

will be relocated in the plains. Although not far in distance, this shift represents a 

change in climate, geography, language and culture. Due to the hilly and remote 

17 A non-violent protest or 'sit inn. 



nature of the region, until recently, little in the way of outside influences has affected 

the separate pockets of local culture (Bhatt, R.P., 1995). In fact the cultural diversity 

within Garhwal itself demonstrates the insular nature of lifestyles where cultural 

practices are somewhat distinct from one valley to the next. One feared effect of 

displacing these villages will be the loss of this diversity and rich cultural heritage. 

Unfortunately, the compensation packages do not attempt to resettle people from 

the same village together. The result has been that they are relocated to a wide 

variety of different locations, often far from any family and friends. 

During its existence, the Anti-Tehri Dam movement has experienced 

heightened levels of agitation. Following the Roy report and assistance from the 

former Soviet Union in 1986, the Indian government consolidated the efforts of the 

state and central governments under the Tehri Hydro Development Corporation 

(THDC) which took over management of the project in June 1989. In December 

1989 Bahuguna underwent a controversial hunger strike against the dam which 

heightened attention toward the issue. However, despite the considerable expert 

advice and public opinion building against the dam, the Bhagirathi river was diverted 

and the construction on the dam continued through 1991. 

On October 20,1991 a massive earthquake shook the Uttarkashi district with 

the epicentre about 60 kilometres from the dam site. Following the earthquake, the 

protest against the dam grew in intensity and strength from local support. 

Confidence in the dam's safety faltered as some of the world's leading seismologists 

concfuded that "the Tehri dam location is one of the most hazardous in the world 

from a seismic point of view" (Brune quoted in Pearce, 1991: 40). Following the 

quake, various experts were consulted by the Prime Minister regarding the dam 

safety. On Dec. 14,1991 work was stopped as 5000 protestors including Bahuguna 

obstructed bulldozers (Gopikrishna, 1992). This began the dhama at the dam 

construction site. On February 28, 1992 Bahuguna, along with numerous (reports 

range from 15 - 100, many women) other anti dam activists were arrested and jailed 

(Times of India, 1992). At this time, Bahuguna began his first indefinite hunger 



strike. Bahuguna ended his fast at the assurance of P.M. Rao that a full 

environmental review would again be conducted (Tehri Action Group, 1995). 

While fasting however, on March 20, 1992 a bus carrying anti-dam agitators 

was involved in a suspicious bus accident in which the driver miraculously escaped 

and fled. The accident killed 20 protestors and injured 50 (Pioneer, 1992). 

Bahuguna cried foul play and demanded a probe into the incident (Pioneer, 1992). 

This incident aroused fear in many anti-darn protestors and reflects the reluctance 

amongst locals to oppose the Tehri darn project. It has been described by some as 

reason enough not to protest against the dam. At the same time, protestors were 

beaten by police at the dhama site (Pioneer, 1992). Following this agitation, the 

dam construction was halted. This work stoppage lasted throughout much of 1993. 

The government attributed the halt to a lack of funds or any external source of 

financial support (Saxena, 1993). Then, it was cleared by the Indian Government 

even though no environmental review had been conducted and work was scheduled 

to begin again in early 1994. Agitation grew and on January 5, 1994, a violent 

confrontation between protestors and local police resulted in the beating and arrest 

of many protestors (Times of India, 1994). Those who were present describe being 

trapped between a steep hillside, the river and a fence through which the police 

approached. Many fled from the police and then watched as others were trapped 

and beaten by police ofticers. Several protestors were hospitalized with injuries 

suffered from beatings, while others were treated and released for minor injuries. 

Many others feared attending a physician as they would be associated with the 

protest. 

Construction finally commenced on the dam and in May 1995 Bahuguna 

undertook a second indefinite hunger strike. The protestors stopped striking again 

after promises from Prime Minister Rao that the dam would be stopped pending a 

full environmental review and an investigation into the reported corruption within the 

project management. To date the construction of the dam continues and P.M. Rao 

reports that an environmental review is not necessary (Tehri Action Group, 1995). 

Political will to address this issue is weak and is associated with corruption 



implicating many influential political figures at both the state and national level 

including P.M. Rao himself. The THDC recently awarded a lucrative contract to a 

construction company belonging to P.M. Rao's son-in-law. This company is now the 

primary construction company for the THDC. 

The protest against the dam project seemed to reach a peak in 1991 and has 

since gradually declined. Many local people believe that due to the power of both 

the state and national government, it is impossible to stop the dam. Others assert 

that the extensive corruption in the Tehri Hydro Dam Corporation (THDC) will result 

in the project eventually being abandoned after the construction has been extended 

so far over schedule as to make it economically unviable. Although many support 

the anti-dam activities headed by Bahuguna, some complain that Bahuguna is not 

representing the people who believe the dam will inevitably be built and who simply 

want him to fight for the maximum compensation for their land. Today, Bahuguna 

explains that people have stopped coming to the protests because they have no 

time. Some villagers say they would protest if asked, but others see it as a futile 

effort in which they may get beaten or jailed. Disillusioned and dejected at fighting 

a battle they feel likely to lose, many are resigned to the inevitability of the dam and 

simply want it to all be over. 

Tehri Dam and Chipko 

The Anti-Tehri Dam movement has been described as yet another example 

of Chipko activism. Similarities have been drawn to argue that Chipko is alive in the 

Tehri dam struggle. As outlined earlier, Sundertaf Bahuguna, one of the major two 

leaders of the Chipko movement asserts that his struggle to stop the dam is a 

Chipko protest (Mitra, 1993; Guha, 1989). Largely due to his active involvement 

since 1974, Chipko became recognized internationally. For him Chipko is primarily 

a Gandhian based movement which strives to secure village self-reliance and 

erkironmental conservation. Bahuguna asserts that women are central to 

protecting the environment and protecting the culture and traditions within Garhwal. 

He regards materialism as the main cause of ecological degradation and strives for 



strict conservation. According to Bahuguna. commercial exploitation, a culture of 

selfishness and materialism must be overcome to protect the declining environment. 

This can be achieved by placing more value on the traditional practices and 

appreciating the ecological harmony found in and demonstrated by Gahwali cuYure 

and espoused in Hinduism (Bahuguna, 1994). According to Bahuguna, this is 

reflected in the activities of Garhwali women (Bahuguna, 1995). 

In the late 1980ts, in addition to promoting conservation and localized control 

over forest resources in Garhwal through awareness marches, Bahuguna began to 

focus more of his energy on stopping the Tehri dam (Dogra, 1993). For him, the 

Anti-Tehri dam struggle is a movement which strives to protect the environment 

from capitalist exploitation and the cultural tradition of Garhwal from decay. Along 

with conserving the natural environment, Bahuguna asserts that important aspects 

of Hindu cultural heritage will be destroyed. In addition to submerging several 

ancient temples. the traditional pilgrimage routes to Gangotri. Yamnotri, Kedamath 

and Badrinath will also be lost in the flooding. Employing similar Gandhian tactics 

of non-violent protests, dhama, hunger strikes and environmental awareness 

marches, the anti-dam movement strives to protect cultural traditions, the 

environment and the subsistence rights of Garhwali people. Both the underlying 

reasons and the tactics used in the Tehri dam movement reflect Chipko activism. 

For Bahuguna, the Tehri dam represents the paramount symbol of capitalist 

exploitation and growth-centred development (Bahuguna, 1994). His alternative 

perspective reflects Gandhian principles of self-reliance and ecological harmony 

which are supportive of sustainable, participatory, village level development 

(Bahuguna, 1994). Bahuguna promotes ecological harmony based upon a religious 

reverence for nature. Similarities between Chipko and the Tehri dam struggle 

include the involvement of both Bahuguna and Garhwali women, an underlying 

commitment to Gandhian philosophy, environmental protection, non-violent protest 

by villagers and a desire to prevent capitalist exploitation of the Garhwal region. 

In presenting his case, Bahuguna asserts the importance of the role of 

women in both the forest protection movements and the current anti-dam struggle. 



He explains that women's work is much more connected with their local 

environment and they depend on the environment to enable them to feed their 

families (Bahuguna, 1 995). Further, he describes women's emotional relationship 

with nature. Many local women consider nature to be a place of retreat for refuge 

and comfort (Bahuguna, 1995; Rawat, 1995). Bahuguna argues that women are 

the central force behind Chipko and the Tehri dam movement. Acknowledging the 

reality of women's lives, this argument implies a stronger woman-nature connection 

similar to that found in the cultural ecofeminist debate. Like cultural ecofeminists, 

Bahuguna explains that due to women's reproductive capacity, they are more 

connected with nature and the earth's natural cycles. 

Bahuguna is the renowned leader of both Chipko and the Anti-Tehri dam 

protest. In addition to his leadership and fame as an environmentalist, he and his 

wife operate an ashram in a remote region of Garhwal where for yean they have 

provided local women with training in resource management and education in 

environmental protection. He has trained many villagers about the importance of 

protecting trees. Although Bahuguna argues that women share a unique 

relationship with nature, it would appear that this is not an innate connection given 

the need to train local women regarding environmental conservation. While the 

findings provide partial support for this Bahuguna's view that women are closer to 

nature, based upon the research findings, I argue below that women's relationship 

with the natural environment is related to their gender roles and responsibilities as 

subsistence providers for their families rather than being biologically determined. 

Given the similarities between earlier forms of Chipko and the present anti- 

dam campaign along with affirmations from a variety of sources, I consider the anti- 

Tehri dam movement to be a current Chipko struggle. The case study of the anti- 

Tehri dam movement has been employed as a present day Chipko protest. The 

Tehri dam struggle as an evolution of Chipko, has been described as an example 

of activism by third world women in protecting their environment. 

The above discussion is designed to reveal the complex historical, cultural 

and material context in which the Tehri dam dispute has emerged. The analysis of 



Chipko reveals that this movement reflects a long history of peasant protest for 

subsistence rights in Garhwal. Further, the characterization of Chipko as being 

either environmental or a woman's movement is strongly refuted. This background 

sets the stage to begin to examine the data collected about the Tehri dam protest 

which addresses two aspects of ecofeminist theory. 



CHAPTER SIX: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This chapter presents the case study method with its strengths and 

weaknesses and the main reasons for employing the case study for the present 

research. The chapter also discusses the research limitations, data sources, scope, 

purpose and analysis. 

Introduction 

This research examines the reasons motivating the people of Garhwal to 

protest against the construction of the Tehri Dam. Included is a description of how 

Garhwalis conceive of their relationship with their local environment. This case 

study examines both men's and women's own explanations and reasons for 

protesting the dam's construction. In addition to examining ecofeminism, the study 

considers several other theoretical perspectives which provide further insight into 

the Tehri dam protest. The case study method was chosen to test the 

appropriateness of ecofeminist theory in accounting for the activism surrounding the 

Tehri dam. In particular, the research examines two propositions made by 

ecofeminists. As a method the case study facilitates this theoretical testing. 

Scope and Purpose 

The scope of the study was limited to the protest against the construction of 

the Tehri Dam. The research focused on people involved in the protest and those 

affected by the dam's construction. The purpose of the research was to better 

understand the activism by the people of Garhwal against environmental decline 

and commercial exploitation of the local environment. With this purpose, I intend 

to assess the theoretical fit of conflicting perspectives attempting to explain the 

environmental activism by the people of Garhwal. 



Case Study 

Considerable discrepancy exists in explaining the environmental activism by 

Garhwalis against the commercial exploitation of the natural resources of Garhwal. 

Given the variances in understanding environmental movements in Garhwal, the 

present study strives to address and reconcile these differences. 

Scholarly research on the social movements of Uttarakhand is proceeding 
apace, but much work remains to be done. .. (movements against) dam 
building also await detailed and sociologically informed analysis. (Guha, 
1993: 18) 

Cecile Jackson also addresses the need to 

examine concepts of nature and studies of spontaneous peasant 
mobilization in defence of the environment for clues to the question of the 
complementarity of conflict in women's gender and environmental interests. 
(Jackson, 1 993b: 667). 

The present study addresses the protest against the Tehri dam and local 

conceptions of nature shaping individuals' relationship with their environment. 

The case study method was used to compare the theoretical perspectives 

explaining the activism in Garhwal. The case study approach was considered 

appropriate and chosen for the present research because it is a method which 

facilitates theoretical testing (Denzin and Lincoln. 1994; Yin, 1989). The Tehri Dam 

protests provide an example of activism by the men and women of the region. In 

conjunction with assertions that Garhwali women exemplify ecofeminist theory the 

researcher specifically chose this case to examine the relevance of ecoferninist 

theory. For these reasons, the case study approach is a relevant and appropriate 

method. 

Yin defines the case study as. 

an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its 
real-life context when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 
not clearly evident and in which multiple sources of evidence are used. 
(1 989: 23) 

The case study, then, captures the contextual characteristics which are intimately 

related to the activism by the people of Garhwal and facilitates the comparison and 



evaluation of different theoretical perspectives. In depicting the Chipko movement 

as ecofeminist, scholars of this perspective ignore these contextual factors. In this 

inquiry, I test the theory by examining these people's own reasons for protesting 

against the Tehri dam. Because ecofeminism attempts to explain the lives of 

Garhwali women, it is contrasted with other perspectives for its theoretical fit with 

the lives and experiences of these women. 

The case study method has been the target of considerable criticism. First, 

the strongest attack against the case study is that it lacks rigour (Yin, 1989). 1 have 

incorporated several measures in the present research to build rigour. In an effort 

to minimize the weaknesses of a single method or data source, a triangulated 

approach attempted to capitalize on the inherent strengths of using several methods 

and types of data. Both structured and unstructured, open ended interviews 

included people from a wide variety of social situations, castes, ages and views. 

Data sources also included: key informants who both supported and protested 

against the dam, previous studies involving peasant activism in the region, local 

newspaper and magazine articles, environmental reports, on-going dialogues with 

local people, secondary ethnographic data and my own observations and 

experiences in the Tehri area. 

Second, case studies are criticized because "they provide very little basis for 

scientific generalization' (Yin, 1989: 21). Since the research involves only a single 

case, the research is generalizable only to that situation, assuming that the sample 

represents the population of the case. However, the purpose of this study is not to 

facilitate generalization of findings. Instead, the study examines and refines 

ecofeminism, attempts to explain the Tehri dam movement and to portray the reality 

of these people's lives. The researcher chose the Tehri dam as a contemporary 

example of Garhwali activism in which to test and examine the fit of theoretical 

perspectives, in particular, ecofeminism. 

Third, case studies are time consuming and result in lengthy unreadable 

documents. By focusing on two propositions of ecofeminism, I am attempting to 

limit the amount of information provided. However, the wide variety of perspectives 



and sources of evidence included in this research may reduce the readability of this 

document. In order to best represent the experience of those involved in the Tehri 

dam protest, I believe this approach is fruitful. 

Data Sources 

I began my field work October 10, 1995 by attending a conference on 

Empowerment of Women in Garhwal which took place in Srinigar, approximately 40 

kilometres from the town of Tehri. Women representatives from local Non- 

Governmental Organizations (NGOs), Universities and Government agencies 

discussed the problems and challenges for women in Garhwal. Speakers also 

addressed women's activity in social movements and efforts currently underway to 

address the marginalized condition of Garhwali women. This conference provided 

the introduction to my work with Garhwali women and the issues surrounding 

women and environmental degradation. 

During the preliminary exploration, I worked closely with an interpreter 

interviewing local informants and activists in the Tehri township regarding the dam 

and the movement against it. This Garhwali woman was a student at a nearby 

College and had considerable research experience. These open-ended and 

unstructured interviews explored the reasons for the movement against the dam. 

major events in the history of the movement and the relationship to environmental 

protection. As well, with the assistance of this interpreter, I interviewed informants 

about their conceptions and feelings about the natural environment with respect to 

traditional Garhwali culture; specifically, the importance and conceptions of nature 

amongst rural people of Garhwal. I explored ideas around people's relationship to 

nature as well as the Tehri dam dispute. Informants included academics, 

environmentalists, activists (men and women from Tehri and the rural villages), 

lawyers, development workers, business owners, community leaders and Tehri 

Hydro Dam Corporation (THDC) representatives. This preliminary phase lasted 

approximately one month, until the middle of November, 1 995. 



The headquarters for the anti-dam protest is the temporary, make-shift 

shack next to the dam sight along the Bhagirathi river. Bahuguna and close 

supporters live in this shack which is situated on a precarious ledge over the river. 

During the exploratory phase, in addition to interviewing Bahuguna at the protest 

headquarters, I observed group discussions, interviewed activists and documented 

the activities surrounding the anti-dam movement. 

Based upon the data gathered during the more inductive and exploratory 

phase of the research, I designed an open-ended interview format (see Appendix 

A). These interviews explored people's feelings towards their natural environment 

and the dam. These individual interviews, occasionally developed into group 

discussions where several people either joined in or anxiously waited for their turn 

to be interviewed. Many respondents wanted to offer their views, experiences and 

express their feelings towards the dam. In addition to those who were awaiting their 

compensation from the THDC, the researcher interviewed people already relocated 

to a new place. 

I created this interview format in conjunction with local Garhwalis to ensure 

that the instrument was culturally valid. The interview format was translated into 

Garhwali and then translated back into English to ensure that the original meanings 

of the questions were maintained. I hired and trained bilingual, graduate students 

with previous research experience in interviewing techniques and joined the 

students in the field as they conducted the interviews. Wherever possible, the 

research assistants recorded the interviews on tape and approximately half of the 

interviews were recorded. When respondents indicated discomfort with the tape 

recorder, the interviewer wrote down responses. This represents a significant 

weakness in the quality of the data gathered, however this seems to have been the 

most appropriate alternative available. 

In late December, 1995, after all the interviews were completed. I hired a 

local Garhwali language teacher, Ram Prasad Bhatt who translated and interpreted 

the interviews as I transcribed them. Bhatt was from the district of Tehri and was 



well informed about the political situation of Garhwal? He had moved from a 

remote village to secure employment as a teacher in Mussoorie. This process 

lasted until early February. 1996. 

The interview format reflected the contextual factors influencing local activism 

as well as several questions focusing specifically upon ecofeminist claims. The 

interview format explored aspects of people's relationship with nature and their 

views about the Tehri dam. The researcher interviewed both supporters and 

protestors about their reasons for their views about the dam and the protest against 

it. I chose to interview those people who would be forced to leave their homes 

because they lived in the dam's proposed catchment area. These interviews 

included both urban men and women from Tehri as well as rural people from the 

villages along the Bhagirathi and Bhilunguna river valleys. These interviewees 

represented families who had already received compensation as well as those who 

were awaiting compensation for their land. In total, there were eight key informants 

from the city of Tehri and seven were from the surrounding villages. 

I collected local literature on the anti-Tehri dam movement including: local 

and national newspaper and magazine articles, special publications to oppose the 

dam's construction, government reports, academic publications and articles, books 

and reports by local NGOs. 

Through this process I intended to reveal the issues and nature of the protest 

against the Tehri Dam as expressed by those affected by the dam, local informants 

and activists. In conjunction with exploring the nature of the protest movement 

against the Tehri Dam, the research also explored views, attitudes and feelings 

about the natural environment. 

I worked primarily with two Garhwali women graduate students and was 

assisted by one male student who was not from the Garhwal region. All three 

students are PhD. candidates at S.G.R.R. College in Dehra Dun. These students 

18 Ram Prasad Bhatt shares the same family name as Chandi Prasad Bhatt, original leader of Chipko. Though 
possibly distantly related, their families originate from !wo distinct districts, Tehri and Chamoli and they have 
little contact other than professional. 



all had prior research experience. The two women students spoke fluent Hindi, 

Garhwali and English, and conducted their own research in the region. The male 

student was not from the Garhwal region, but spoke fluent Hindi and English. In 

addition to their previous experience, I provided further training in interviewing 

techniques. Much of the research was completed while living in the town of Tehri. 

Whenever possible. I travelled from Tehri to the local villages to gather the interview 

data with the Garhwali students. Living in Tehri familiarized the researcher with the 

local conditions and the local people interested in the research were able to share 

their insights and opinions. As well, repeated contact with some individuals 

nurtured relationships which allowed for greater exploration into certain issues and 

topics. 

Sampling 

I chose key informants based on their residence, livelihood patterns, 

experience and perceived knowledge about the protest. I made several contacts 

through connections with local academics. I identified further key informants by 

asking local people, social activists, academics and development workers for other 

informants. Next, I approached the primary activists involved in the protest such as 

the leader of the protest, Sunderlal Bahuguna and those close to him. I consulted 

community leaders from the academic, business. NGO communities and men and 

women villagers from the local areas affected by the dam. in selecting key 

informants from the villages, I sought representation by men and women from all 

age groups, protestors, supporters and people who opposed the dam but had not 

protested. By choosing a wide variety of informants I was able to see the struggle 

from several different perspectives so as to understand the dam conflict in a more 

holistic manner. 

Initially I explored many different issues surrounding the protest against the 

Tehri Dam. Later, activists, academics, environmentalists, NGO workers and the 

villagers of rural Tehri were interviewed and consulted specifically for their views 



regarding the protest and conceptions of nature. In addition to the interviews, I 

consulted local literature concerning the activism over the dam. 

The sampling strategy employed during the structured interviews reflected 

a snowball sampling strategy. The researcher structured the choice of respondents 

in order to include people from different ages, caste groups, rural and urban areas. 

Interviewers went to a village for one to three days and visited people in their homes 

or during their work. Interviewers also included members of religious groups other 

than the predominant Hindu faith such as the Muslim. Sikh and Tribal groups. 

Analysis 

I returned to Canada in early March, 1996 and began to analyse the data. 

The majority of the data collected and analysed is in open-ended interview format. 

translated and transcribed into English with the assistance of a local Garhwali with 

considerable experience as a tran~lator'~. The study used a qualitative software 

package to organize and systematically analyse the data. Non-numerical 

Unstructured Data Indexing, Searching and Theorizing (N UD'IST) software 

facilitates the coding, analysis and management of the data. With this software 

package, I explored ideas within the data and was able to test and create 

propositions. 

The interview was divided into three sections. The first section detailed 

demographic information, the second section explored individual conceptions and 

descriptions of different aspects of the natural environment. The third section 

questioned people about their views of the Tehri dam, their reasons for supporting 

or opposing the dam and feelings about the compensation program. The data from 

this section were analysed to determine individual's reasons for protesting or 

supporting the dam. 

19 Ram Prasad Bhatt had extensive research experience working with foreign researchers. 
Working at the Landour Language School near Mussoorie, Garhwal, he assisted not only in 
language translation, but also in translating the cultural nuances within the interviews. 



Using NUD'IST software. I coded the data and created different categories. 

These categories reflected the views and explanations of respondents about the 

dam protest and their views of the natural environment. For example, categories 

were created for protestors, supporters, opposers and indifferent respondents. 

Further categories represented views about the dam, reasons for these views and 

conceptions of the land. While the main categories were created in order to 

facilitate examination of the two ecofeminist propositions, subcategories reflected 

the responses and views of the respondents. The data was coded based upon 

these categories and patterns emerged in reference to the research focus. These 

patterns constitute the findings and inform the conclusions. These patterns are 

discussed in the next chapter. 

Research Limitations 

The language barrier presented a considerable limitation. In order to address 

this limitation. I employed interpreters and engaged in language training, however 

the richness of genuine communication with respondents was not possible. This 

limitation meant that the research process took considerably longer and resulted in 

a less than complete experience and understanding of people's views. To minimize 

this limitation I worked closely with interpreters, training them in the unstructured 

interviewing method and discussing cultural meanings and expressions. Whenever 

possible, the researcher taped intetviews in order to capture the richness of 

people's words. 

In addition to the language barrier, the cu!tural differences presented another 

limitation. Many of the people involved in the research have little contact with 

people from outside their village or region. So, particularly for Garhwalis, the 

presence of someone from outside of Garhwal, inspires distrust and a sense of 

separateness. In order to be culturally sensitive and minimize this barrier, the 

researcher adopted local customs of dress and some behavioural traits apparent 

among Indian women. Working primarily with the female Garhwali research 



assistants was an effective strategy in encouraging local people to take part in the 

research and respond with honesty. 

The political situation in Gamwal was another limiting factor. During the 

course of the field work, the activity of the Uttarakhand movement affected the 

research in several ways. First, locals expressed a heightened sense of agitation 

and perhaps distrust of outsiders. Second, I experienced difficulty attending to 

practical matters such as transportation, food and accommodation facilities during 

the frequent region wide strikes. Third, during the period of the research at least 

four Garhwalis were killed as a result of their activity in Uttarakhand protests. On 

several occasions travel and research plans were postponed due to strikes and 

protests. 

The THDC may have perceived this research as threatening, not only to the 

Tehri Hydro Development Corporation (THDC), but also both the state and national 

governments. Given the sensitivity of the research, many people were reluctant to 

take part, or to openly share their views. Many people in the region await 

compensation and did not feel comfortable talking about their views, or may have 

been suspicious about the motives of the research. While the use of the Garbwali 

research assistants was an effective method in attending to these fears and 

suspicions, the politically sensitive nature of the research further compromised the 

quality of the data. On at least three occasions, respondents asked if the 

interviewers were from the THDC or the government. 

Another limitation that arose with one research assistant was her reluctance 

to record information which she thought may reflect poorly upon Garhwalis, the 

people of her culture. For example, it was reported by one respondent that since 

the river Ganga was the mother to Garhwalis, she (the river) would use her powers 

to burst through the dam and destroy it. The research assistant felt that reporting 

such a statement would reveal the 'backward' or simple nature of her people and 

she was embarrassed to report such findings. This situation powerfully 

demonstrates the perceived differences amongst Garhwali women based on age, 

education and residence and reveals how the more educated, urbanized and 



modem Garhwalis such as this assistant, stigmatize the Garhwali peasants who 

they characterize as simple and backward. These views symbolize the keen desire 

of educated-middle class Garhwalis to 'develop' toward a modem, progressive 

society. The interviews conducted by this assistant have not been included in the 

data analysis. Although a comparison of the four interviewers data would be 

valuable in revealing similar such biases, this analysis has not been included in the 

present work, 

Another limitation of this research is the use of one translator. Similar to the 

example above of the female research assistant reluctant to fully reveal the 

interview data, this sole translator may have portrayed the interview data in a more 

positive light or culturally acceptable manner than existed in the interviews. I 

attempted to minimize this limitation by debriefing research assistants at the end of 

the day regarding the interviews. The data provided from the translator did not 

greatly contrast these findings, however, employing a second translator to validate 

the first translators interpretations would provide considerably more confidence in 

the data. 

Regarding the data collection, because many village women were unfamiliar 

and uncomfortable with the tape recorder, few allowed their interviews to be taped. 

Conversely, none of the men refused the opportunity to be taped and enjoyed 

having their views and opinions recorded. Due to these differences in the collection 

of data between men and women, the quality and quantity of the data collected from 

female respondents relative to males is poorer. However, recording the interview 

data by hand was the only plausible alternative. The difference between men and 

women with respect to the tape recorder provides further evidence into sociocultural 

differences between men and women. While men are more mobile and have more 

exposure to outside cities and regions, Garhwali women have considerably less 

exposure, knowledge or understanding of the world outside their village or region. 



CHAPTER SEVEN: GENDER, THE ENVIRONMENT AND PROTEST: 

AN ISSUE OF IDENTITY 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the findings of this research in relation to the 

ecofeminist perspective. The research tests two fundamental assertions of cultural 

ecofeminism by examining local views about the Tehri dam protest. First, the 

chapter presents the general characteristics and findings of the interview data. 

Then it discusses these findings and tests the two cultural ecofeminist propositions 

in light of these findings. Finally, it considers other theoretical perspectives which 

offer insight toward better understanding the Tehri dam dispute. 

The findings describe Garhwalis reasons for protesting and evidence 

indicating how they conceive of their local environment. In general, the findings will 

show that the Tehri dam protest was not motivated by a desire to protect the 

physical environment perse, but rather reflects the strong sense of connection they 

have with their land, homes, village and other members of their community; 

collectively, their place. As well, while it appears that the people of Garhwal believe 

women have a closer relationship with their local environment, this is influenced by 

gender roles and responsibilities, age, residence, livelihood and other cultural 

factors. These findings suggest that cultural ecofeminism must take into account 

contextual variables which influence how Garhwalis conceptualize and experience 

their environment over time in relation to social, political and material changes. The 

emphasis cultural ecofeminists such as Shiva place on the biological basis of the 

woman-nature connection must be mitigated in order to account for the influence 

or culturally and socially constructed roles and conceptions of gender. 

The first proposition suggests that the women who participate in the Tehri 

dam dispute do so, either completely or primarily, to protect their natural 

environment. This proposition assumes that the reasons given by women and men 

for protesting will be different. More specifically, based on this proposition the 

findings should show that women are more concerned with environmental protection 



and men are more concerned with economic factors. The researcher analysed the 

degree to which men and women protested primarily out of concem for protection 

of their physical or natural environment. The findings indicate that although the 

environment is one area of concem for both male and female protestors, 

environmental protection is not the primary motivation for protesting against the 

Tehri dam. Instead, the people of Tehri are protesting because the Tehri Hydro 

Development Corporation is forcing them to leave their homes. villages, land and 

culture. Although differences exist between male and female responses. these 

differences do not support ecofeminist claims. Rather, the results indicate that 

Garhwalis socially construct and maintain their meanings and conceptions of gender 

and nature. In this way, the human-nature relationship is also socially constructed. 

The second ecofeminist proposition states that women have a closer 

relationship to the environment than men. The study examines this proposition by 

comparing aspects of men's and women's lives, experiences and characterizations 

of their local natural environment. The evidence suggests that Garhwalis see 

women as being closer to the natural environment than men. In addition, the 

researcher considers the cultural and economic factors which influence women's 

relationship with the natural environment. The findings support the argument that 

women's relationship with nature is strongly related to their culturally-determined 

gender roles and responsibilities, and varies with age, residence and livelihood 

patterns. I also present data from key informants, interviews and secondary 

ethnographic material of Garhwali culture which support this argument. 

Population Characteristics 

The research includes 185 interviews with 109 women and 76 men. The 

study identified individuals as protestors, opposers, supporters, or undecided. 

Protestors included those individuals who reported that they actively took part in the 

protest through marches, sit-ins, or other forms of protest. The study did not 

examine the variation in frequency in which protestors participated in the movement. 

That is, the researcher categorized respondents as either having protested or not 



protested. Opposers explained that they were against the dam, but had not actively 

taken part in the protest activities. Supporters were those individuals who 

supported the Tehri dam. The undecided category included those respondents who 

did not indicate if they either supported or opposed the dam. Of the 185 interviews, 

the study identified 160 individuals as either supporters or protestors and included 

them in the analysis. The study did not include in the data analysis, those 

remaining 25 interviews with individuals who either were indifferent or were opposed 

but did not protest. Protestors were differentiated from opposers. Involvement in 

the protests provided actual evidence of their views. 

Table 1 summarizes the various characteristics of the protestors and 

supporters. In addition to gender, age, residence and livelihood variables, the table 

shows the frequency with which respondents used the term "motherlandn is shown. 

The final category shows the reasons supporters and protestors gave for their 

position on the dam dispute. In general, of the 160 respondents, 73% are 

protestors and 27% are supporters. By gender, 57% are female and 43% are 

male respondents. The male and female categories display roughly equal 

proportions of men and women who are either supporters or protesters. As shown 

in Table 1,72.5% of female respondents and, similarly, 73.9% of male respondents 

report protesting against the dam. Categorized into three different age groups, the 

population consists of 26% aged under 31 years, 42% between 31 and 50 years 

and 32% aged over 51 years. 

An important trend that is discussed further is evident in Table 1 amongst 

the different age categories. Amongst protestors, as age increases, the proportion 

of respondents who report being protestors also increases. Conversely, with 

supporters, increasing age, is related to a declining number of supporters. While 

the population is almost equally split between rural (55%) and urban (45%) 

residents, a greater proportion of rural respondents (76.1%) relative to urban 

respondents (69.4%) report that they are protesting the dam. Rural respondents 

were those men and women who lived in villages affected by the dam's flood basin 

along the Bhilunguna and Bhagirathi river valleys. Urban individuals were those 



respondents who lived in the town of Tehri or who were visiting the region from 

other major cities. For example, one woman who had returned to Tehri to visit her 

parents had been active earlier in the protest and now resides in Bombay. 

The Livelihood categories reflects the primary source of income, or means 

of subsistence for the respondents and their families. The researcher chose these 

categories as they appeared to be related to significant trends amongst respondents 

regarding their views about the dam protest. The business category indicates that 

the primary source of income comes from owning a business. Many respondents 

reported holding permanent positions. These permanent jobs were generally a 

government position with, for example schools, the army, or the water department. 

Some respondents depended entirely upon agriculture for their family's subsistence. 

The mixed category accounted for those rural families in which the husband held 

a permanent job, or owned a business and the wife farmed. In no instance did the 

reverse occur, that is, where the husband farmed and the wife held a job or owned 

a business. A small proportion of the urban female respondents were unmarried 

and worked as teachers in nearby schools, however the majority of women either 

worked as farmers or as housewives and several supplemented their husbands' 

income. Two female respondents from the urban area reported that both they and 

their husbands held permanent jobs. The final category, Dependant, reflects two 

distinct groups of people. For those dependents who were protestors, all except 

one young man, were elderly widows or couples who were entirely dependent upon 

their children. Conversely, amongst the supporters, except for one elderly man, all 

those within the dependant category were young unmarried students or unemployed 

men under 30 years of age. 



Table 1 : Population Characteristics of Protestors and Supporters by number 
and percentage (N=160) 

f rotestors Supporters Total 
Ofm 

Oemlcr 
Female 
Male 

Residence 
Rural 
Urban 

Livelihoo$ 
Business 
Permanent Job 
Agriculture 
Mixed 
Dependant 

therland" 
Yes 
No 

Lain Rationale For ProtestingQLSUOporting 

Protestors: Total N417  
Attachment to place, etc 73.5% 
Environment 4.3% 
Business 14.5% 
Public Good 7.7% 
Fear 2.3% 

Supporters: Total N=43 
Public Good 46.5% 
Too Late 16.3% 
Jobs 2.3% 
Personal Gain 7.0% 



The Livelihood category reveals some important differences between 

protestors and supporters. First, a larger proportion of protestors are dependant 

upon either businesses, agriculture, or a mixed source of income. Also under the 

Livelihood category, the greatest proportion of supporters are dependants who tend 

to be well-educated, young, unmarried, students or unemployed men. This 

contrasts greatly with the dependents from the protestor category who are elderly. 

rural based men and women. 

Residence and livelihood characteristics reveal that there are several 

individuals who live in rural areas and work in urban centres, The 37 women from 

the urban centre of Tehri, included 68% protestors and 32% supporters. The 54 

women from the rural areas which will be submerged in the dam's catchment basin 

nearby Tehri included 76% protestors and 24% supporters. Thirty five men lived 

and worked in urban centres. The 34 men from the rural areas included 44% who 

lived and worked in the rural areas and 56% who lived part time in the rural areas 

and worked in the urban centres. No respondents lived in the urban centres and 

worked in the rural agricultural sector. 

The Motherland category reports the numbers of protestors and supporters 

who described their land and location of their homes by using the terminology 

"motherlandn. Discussed in the 'Protest' section below, the primary reason a large 

proportion of protestors gave for their actions was their attachment to their place. 

In many cases, they described this attachment in terms of their "motherland. 

While the majority of respondents did not use this specific phrase, many of the 

respondents and key informants used similar terminology such as "birlhplace" or 

"land of our forefathers" and referred to their identification with their homeland. 

These references differed for men and women, although these differences 

decreased with age. These references indicate that the use of "motherlandn as a 

descriptive term about the land and one's place is worth investigating. The use of 

this descriptor provides some insight into how Garhwalis conceive of, and relate to, 

their natural environment. 



interestingly, the cultural ecofeminists who assert the fundamental link 

between women and the natural environment often employ symbolic images such 

as Mother earth or the ancient earth goddess, Gaia. In this way, women's 

environmental activism represents their sense of connectedness with the earth in 

terms of the reproductive capacity evident in both women and nature. These 

'mother images' serve as powerful symbols of the ecofeminist perspective and 

ecofeminists believe the use of this terminology by protestors demonstrates 

evidence of the inherent link between women and nature. However, discussed 

below in the 'Motherland' section of this chapter. the motherland terminology may 

be more meaningful for men than women in terms of motivating their activism. In 

this patrilocal society, men remain at their birthplace following marriage while 

women move. This transition for women seems to be ratified over time so that 

older women described their husbands land as their own' motherland'. For these 

reasons, Table 1 includes a category enumerating the use of the descriptor 

"motherlandn. Table 1 shows that of all those respondents who used the term to 

describe their land or village, 82% were protestors and only 17.8% were supporters. 

Another way to look at these findings is in terms of the proportion of protestors and 

supporters who used the terminology. Thirty percent of all supporters used the term 

"motherlandn. compared to 51 % of all protestors. 

The final section of Table 1 outlines the rationale given for peoples' views 

about the dam. The study created these categories based upon the individual's 

main reason for protesting or supporting the dam. For protestors, the main reason 

for their activism reflects their sense of attachment to their homes, land, people and 

culture which is connected to their physical place. As shown in Table 1,73.5% of 

all protestors gave this reason for their involvement in the Anti-Tehri dam 

movement. 

Other reasons identified as most important by protestors included their 

concem for the environment (4.3% of protestors). The Business category (1 4.5% 

of protestors) includes mainly economic security concerns. For example, shop 

owners expressed concem about starting a new business elsewhere after having 



built up a clientele over many years of operation in Tehri. The Business category 

also included concems about the corruption and unfairness of the compensation 

program. These people were primarily focussed upon the economic threats 

associated with the dam and local displacement. The Public Good category (7.7% 

of protestors) reflects people's concems about the corruption in the building and 

management of the dam similar to that within the compensation program. The 

Public Good category also included the fear that the dam was inherently dangerous 

and likely to cause considerable damage to the region and lndia in general. 

For supporters, the "Public Good' category reflected the opinion that the dam 

would benefit lndia through electricity generation, irrigation schemes. jobs and 

greater modernization for the "backward" region of Teh ri. This category included 

46.5% of the supporters. Other reasons reflected people's hopes about the 

potential benefits from the dam. Many University students and unemployed young 

men (27.9%) explained their support in terms of the increased employment 

opportunities (Jobs), while landless labourers explained their support in terms of the 

land they would receive as a result of the compensation program (7% of 

supporters). Many of the female supporters supported the dam because they felt 

the dam had been underway for too long (over 25 years) and that too much money 

had already been spent on construction, rehabilitation and planning to stop the 

project. The "Too Laten category included 16.3% of all supporters. Finally, one 

respondent (2% of supporters) explained that he had accepted the compensation 

for his house and land because he feared he would receive nothing or be drowned. 

After having accepted compensation money supporters believed there was no 

alternative but to support the dam. Far from being "supportive" of the dam, the 

project had co-opted these people into passive support by accepting the 

compensation "payoutn. 

I supporl the dam because, firstly, they acquired our land. At that time we 
didn't know that they would work according to this policy. We heard that the 
people were drowned in the water who were not ready to go away from the 
sight of Bhakra dam. But they have told us that they will give us all 



faciliiess.. . we have received some (compensation) and some is still coming. 
(58 year old man with permanent job who has already moved from his village 
to Dehra Dun) 

The Protest 

Table 2 shows the protestors1 primary reasons for demonstrating against the 

dam and provides a breakdown of these reasons by gender. After listing many 

reasons for opposing the dam, the interviewer asked respondents to identify the 

most important reason for their involvement in the protest. Ninety two percent of 

female protestors, answered in terms of their attachment to their place. For these 

women, their place included their home, village, community and family's or 

husband's land. Similar to female respondents, 49% of male protestors described 

the attachment to their motherland. "Placen was a more general and inclusive term 

which represented the home, village, land and the people of one's village. Similarly, 

motherland refers to the home, land and village but is most commonly used in 

reference to ones place of birth. Although both men and women report an 

attachment to their place, there are subtle differences amongst their views. These 

findings suggest that women consider this factor to be a more important reason for 

their protesting than for men. 

In the other categories, 27% of male protestors compared to only 4.5% of 

female protestors reported that economic factors motivated their opposition to the 

dam. This may reflect the greater proportion of Garhwali men working within the 

moneyed economy relative to the number of women. Conversely, based upon 

livelihood patterns, a greater proportion of female respondents (46%) work within 

the agricultural sector compared to the number of male respondents (8.7%). These 

findings suggest that livelihood may be an important variable influencing one's 

sense of attachment to their place, land, or village. 



Table 2: Reasons for Protesting by Gender (as % of female and male 
protestors) 

Female % Male % 
Reasons for Protests: Of Protestors Of Protestors 

Attachment to place 61 92.4% 25 49.0% 
Environmental protection 1 1 -5% 4 7.8% 
Business or Economic 3 4.5% 14 27.4% 
Public Good 1 1 -5% 8 157% 
Total 66 99.9% 51 99.9% 

Table 3 presents the gender and residence of protestors who said that their 

main reason for protesting was attachment to place. As shown in the row titled 

'Total", a greater proportion of total rural respondents (62%) compared to the urban 

respondents (44%) indicated attachment to place as their main reason for 

protesting. This pattern is also evident amongst female protestors where 97% of 

rural female protestors and 84% of urban female protestors described attachment 

to place as their prime reason for protesting. To a lesser extent, this trend is also 

found amongst the male respondents in which 54% of rural men compared to 44% 

of urban men explained their protest in terms of attachment to place. This suggests 

that for both men and women, residence is an important variable influencing an 

individual's sense of place attachment. In addition, the findings show that gender 

is an important variable influencing one's attachment to place. While biological 

factors present an obvious basis for these differences, the next section discusses 

the influence of gender roles and responsibilities in t e n s  of the human-nature 

relationship and person-place attachment. 



table 3: "Attachment to the Place" as Reason for Protestors by Gender 
and Residence 

Residence 
Gender Urban Rural 
Female 84% 97% 
Male 44% 54% 
Total 44.4% 61.6% 

Table 4 displays the age breakdown in the percentage of respondents who 

are protesting because of their attachment to place. This table shows that as the 

age of the respondent increases (age categories ~30, 31 -50 and 51 +), the 

percentage of respondents in each age group expressing place attachment as their 

primary motivator for protesting increases for both men and women. For male 

respondents, the trend gradually increases from 16.7% in the 5 30 category to 50% 

in the 51 + category. For female protestors, the proportions increase from 38.9% for 

women aged 530 years, to 61.4% of women respondents aged 31-50 and up to 

93% of women 51+ years of age. The findings indicate that with increasing age, 

an increasing number of respondents protest primarily due to their attachment to 

place. These findings suggest that for both men and women, age is an important 

variable influencing one's sense of attachment to place, though amongst protestors, 

it appears to be stronger for women. This trend will be examined later with 

reference to the use of 'motherland'. Again, Table 4 shows the differences between 

male and female respondents in each age category where the proportion of women 

protesting due to place attachment is greater than for male respondents. 



Table 4: "Attachment to Place" as Main Reason for Protesting by Age and 
Gender 
Gender Age YO 
Female 530 38.9% 

31 -50 61 -4Yo 
51+ 93.1% 

Male 
530 16.7% 
31 -50 43.5% 
51+ 50.0% 

Given the above findings with reference to age, gender and residence, 

further examination of 'attachment to place' is warranted. This factor motivated 

many of the people of Tehri to protest against the dam's construction so that they 

may remain in their villages and homes. The following quotes help illustrate the 

importance of place for Garhwalis and their attachment to it. The following quote 

expresses one woman's reason for protesting. 

... I love this place very much and I Iike the mountains very much and I don't 
want to leave this place, the Ganga is very close to us and because of & we 
get cool air in the summers ... we are going a way from our culture. Because 
here we all are Saklani family and where we've been compensated, there all 
the people are different. We got land in many different places. Here we are 
all related. Someone is our auntie here and I am someone's auntie, We 
enjoy this a lot. The most important reason for my opposition is that we'll 
have to leave our place and I feel very sorry for this. (23 year old village 
woman, her husband works for the THDC)(M27) 

The next quote helps to explain why the land is so important to the people of Tehri, 

particularly the rural peasants. The attachment these people express about their 

land and village seems to be related to the traditional means of sunrival, 

subsistence agriculture. 

... for the villagers, this land and the soil is everything. We fill our bellies by 
growing grain on this soil and we are living on this land and we are very 
much connected with this land. The land is Iike our mother. As we love our 
own children, we love this land also because the land provides us the place 
to live in and on that land we live. On the soil of this land we grow our grain. 



(45 year old illiterate village woman who farms. Her husband works in the 
city.) (M 1 7) 

This study will use ethnographic evidence about Garh walis' economic, social and 

cultural roots to examine this attachment to place which appears to have motivated 

the majority of protestors. This protest is essentially an effort by the people of Tehri 

to protect their identity. 

Person and Place Attachment 

The Garhwalis' attachment to place involves cultural ties to their homes or 

birthplaces, a love for their villages, soil, nature and community members and a 

strong sense of identity connected to the physical environment. One older man 

provided a descriptive analogy which demonstrates the connection to place for 

Garhwalis. 

the original people of this place are being displaced. We are being uprooted 
from this place. We are like these trees. If we cut down the roots of the tree. 
then the tree will never survive and if we uproot the tree from one place and 
replant it at another place if will never survive, no matter if there is enough 
water or not. (870) (65 year old retired village man) 

Anthropologist William Sax has conducted considerable ethnographic research on 

Garhwali culture. A foundation of Sax's analysis is the awareness of the important 

connection between person and place in Garhwali culture. Sax builds on E.V. 

Daniel's work in South India (in Sax, 1991 )) to explain that for Garhwalis, 

People's natures are thought to be determined not only by their exchanges 
with the soil on which they live but also by the house within which they live ... 
According to this more holistic way of seeing the world, people and the 
places where they reside are engaged in a continuing set of exchanges; they 
have determinate, mutual effects upon each other because they are part of 
a single, interactive system. (Sax, 1991 : 72-73) 

Particularly the male respondents explained that not only had they been born on the 

soil of Tehri and eaten the grains from their land, but also their forefathers had lived 

and died on the land of Tehri. Therefore the people of Tehri naturally belonged 



there. Older respondents explained that they wanted to die on their land and be 

mixed in the river and land of their place. More than an economic concern for 

subsistence and livelihood, their land and place represented the foundation of their 

identity. 

We are losing our mother land. As  a chiM loves his mother, this land is the 
same for us. Everybody likes their mother land, their birth place. How can 
we feel good when we are going away from it? We are weeping because we 
are forced to leave. (B69) (75 year old retired village man) 

Related to the primary reason for the protest, a sense of attachment with the 

place one lives, was the realization that the resettlement would result in the loss of 

the local culture. Since members of one village were being relocated to several 

different areas, the sense of community, connection and social capital developed 

over generations in any one village would be lost 2'. One woman explained this 

loss, 

We live here as a family. Here we have everything as our own. People have 
great love of one another. In bad times and when there is trouble, 
immediately all people get together and help. All people help during 
marriage work. But, if we go away from this place, then we will be 
rehabilitated at different places. I don't know what kind of people will be 
there.. . we have been living here for years and years. (PI 2) (60 year old 
female village woman, her and her husband still depend upon farming) 

The man who is born here, has love for this place ... I won 't go a way from 
here easily. We have relatives here, a good environment for fields, 
everything we have here. When we are gone, we won't be able to come 
back here to see our relatives ... we will have to face a lot of problems. ((855) 
(60 year old male villager) 

Social capital is defined as those social structural resources which function as assets to an 
individual by facilitating certain actions for those individuals within the social structure that 
would either be impossible or very expensive without the social capital (Coleman, 1990). 
Also, social capital refers to those features of social organization such as networks, norms 
and social trust that facilitate cooperation for mutual benefit (Putnam, 1995:67). 
When questioning officials of the Tehri Hydro Development Corporation (THDC) about this 
concern they responded that this policy had been changed and villages would be relocated 
together- For those villages who had already been settled to several different places, the 
THDC explained that greater access to telephone technology would enable them to maintain 
contact and their cultural connections. 



Many respondents explained that losing the culture of one's people and moving to 

the land of others would result in a loss of identity. This evidence bolsters Sax's 

analysis and suggests that one's attachment to place, land and village is tied to 

one's sense of identity. As one respondent explained, I love this place. This land. 

I have identity from this land. I have the identity that I am from this village and this 

place (59 year old farming village woman, husband also has a local shop). This 

conception that one's identity is closely related to and even based upon one's 

"motherland" or the land of one's forefathers has been explained and examined in 

the anthropological work of Sax in Mountain Goddess (1991). Building on the 

connection between person and place, Sax examines this connection in terms of 

ritual and gender politics. 

Sax presents the pilgrimage of Nandadevi, an enactment of the marriage 

ritual which symbolizes the transformation experienced by newly married peasant 

women in Garhwal (1991). Reflecting the tradition of patrilocality, a young 

unmarried virgin is transformed to newly married wife living at her husband's 

residence through the marriage ritual. Thus, women rarely remain in their maternal 

village following marriage unless their husbands are from their own village. For the 

majority of the married women involved in the present research, the land upon 

which they lived was not their "motherland" or birthplace, in a strict sense. 

However, marriage in Garhwal often occurs between neighbouring villages and 

some women explained that both their maternal as well as their marital villages 

would be flooded within the dam's flood basin. For these women, the dam 

represented a more complete loss of identity or "motherland". 

Both male and female responses indicated that an attachment to their place 

was the primary reason for protesting. However, a subtle difference in explaining 

their sense of place-attachment exists between the men and women. Several 

reasons account for this difference including the custom of patrilocality. Since 

women are generally married outside of their maternal village and therefore do not 



live in the village of their birth, it is therefore puzzling that a greater proportion of 

women than men described their protesting in terms of a connection to place. 

This puzzle is simplified by considering the ethnographic data concerning the 

mamage ceremony. Marriage literally transfers a woman and her identity from her 

matemal village to her marital village (Sax, 1 991). The marriage ceremony as a 

ritual serves to transform a newly married Garhwali woman. In this way, although 

the land where a married woman lives is not usually her place of birth, following the 

marriage ritual, a woman is symbolically transformed and comes to conceive of her 

husband's land as that of her own ancestry (Sax, 1991). 

Patrilocal land tenure, the transfer of land from father to son(s), is another 

custom which limits women's relationship to their homes and land by ensuring that 

women rarely own land. While women are responsible for the majority of the 

agricultural work, they are almost entirely excluded from the system of land 

ownership and inheritance. These economic and social conditions further 

complicate the association between women and their environment in Garhwal. 

Residence emerges as another important factor in terms of understanding 

one's connection to a place and reason for protesting. As indicated above, while 

women may not continue to live in the village of their parents, residence seems to 

be another important aspect which completes women's transformation. The 

importance of residence in Garhwal is detailed by Berreman, Sax and others who 

confer that in Garhwal, "residence 'takes precedence over lineality in certain 

contexts". (Berreman, 1972 in Sax, 1 991 ) and, 

... in the world view of Garhwal, place of residence is of great importance ... is 
an important determinant of rank, and that the shifting relationships between 
persons and places must be taken into account in formalizing indigenous 
models of personhood ... (Sax, 1991 : 76-77). 

In this way, since Garhwali women move from matemal to marital village, they are 

culturally seen as less connected or attached to a specific place than their 

husbands. 





livelihood variables. The age factor, for example is particularly apparent in the 

differences amongst women. Evidence suggests that a woman's attachment to 

place grows over time from newly wed to elderly woman. One young, newly married 

woman explained that because they are born, live and die on the same land 

whereas women must move from their birthplace to the husband's home, men are 

closer to their physical environment than women. Another young newly married 

woman who came from outside Tehri, supported the dam and seemed to have no 

sense of attachment to Tehri. From her perspective, 

the life of this place is hard.. . .the children ha ve no future here.. . this place is 
not very good and anyhow, we have to leave so we should just go. (M67) 
(29 year old woman married to man from Tehri who has a business in Tehri) 

Whereas such a view was more common amongst newly married women, older 

women felt a much stronger connection to the land on which they lived. 

The customs of patrilocality and patrilineal land tenure are important for this 

discussion because they directly shape the gendered environmental relationship. 

In addition, other customs such as dowry, female infanticide, suttee and the 

prohibition against widow remarriage, though not explicitly addressed in this 

analysis, are also important to mention as indicators of the status and condition of 

women in Garhwal. Such customs reflect beliefs regarding women's inherent 

impurity, their subordinate position in society relative to men and the need for strong 

limits and controls upon women's lives. These women have little control over when 

or whom they will marry, where they will live and whether they may pursue 

education or work of their choice. In light of these customs which oppress and 

dominate women's lives, questions emerge regarding the source of strength and 

tenacity these oppressed women have demonstrated through local protests. Based 

on the research, however, though these women are marginalized, they appear to 

protest as a means to protect what little choice, freedom and sense of self they 

have established. Much more than basic subsistence, they are protecting a way of 

22 The custom whereby a widow throws herself upon the funeral pyre of her dead husband. 



life and a connection to people and place where they are able to exercise a degree 

of autonomy and control over their lives which is threatened by being forced from 

their place. 

Motherland 

The importance of the idea of motherland to Garhwalis became apparent 

through key informant interviews. Both informants and later respondents to the 

structured interview explained that their attachment to place was based upon their 

history and relationship with the natural environment. One key informant explained 

that he had been born and lived in this place. eaten the food grown from this land 

and had drunk the water of this place all his life. His children were born there and 

his forefathers had lived there before him. All these factors determined his nature 

and were an integral part of his character. These reasons explained people's 

connection to their place and why they did not want to leave. The term motherland 

is one way they conveyed these and other related ideas. Motherland was described 

literally as referring to the idea that land provides nourishment and shelter and 

identity, much like a mother. 

Table 5 presents the percentage of respondents using the term "motherland" 

for rural and urban categories. The researcher selected three different age 

groupings and coded the intenn'ews according to respondent age. Amongst rural 

respondents up to 30 years of age, 19% used "motherland" terminology. With 

increasing age, a greater proportion of rural respondents use this terminology. 

Table 4 shows that 29.9% of rural respondents aged 31-50 and 45.1% of 51 + rural 

respondents use the "motherland" terminology. Similar to the findings in Table 4, 

these findings show that with increasing age, a greater proportion of respondents 

describe their land and place using this terminology. In contrast to Table 4, this 

table examines the age trend in relation to residence, not gender. This offers 

support for the idea that over time, women's identification with a place, village and 



iand grows, particularly for rural womenD. Such an explanation may also reflect the 

transformation new brides undergo in shifting their identity from birth-family to that 

of their marriage-family. Rather than a relatively immediate transformation, 

associated with the marriage ritual, the shift from daughter to wife appears to be 

ratified over time. Women's gradual acceptance and identification with their marital 

village provides further evidence to support the idea that age influences one's sense 

of attachment to place and conception of the natural environment in terms of being 

one's 'motherland'. 

Table 5: Use of "Motherland" Descriptor by Rural and Urban Residents in 
Different Age Categories. 

Residence 
Rural Urban 

Age 
s30 19.0% 1 1.9% 
31 -50 29.9% 25-4% 
51 + 45-1 % 19.6% 

The age pattern discussed above. specifically with respect to the rural 

residence category, supports earlier findings which show an increasing tendency to 

use this descriptor as age increases. Conversely, amongst the urban respondents. 

an initial increase in the use of the motherland descriptor from the first to the second 

age category is followed by a decrease in the last age category of 51 +. Comparing 

the findings between rural and urban residence categories for each age category, 

rural respondents use this terminology more frequently than urban respondents. As 

rural respondents use the "motherland" terminology to a greater extent than urban 

respondents, these trends suggest that rural respondents may have a closer 

relationship with their place and land than urban respondents in that they conceive 

of and describe it more frequently using the term "motherlandn. Further, older 

respondents, particularly those from rural areas, tend to have a closer attachment 

23 This of course assumes that women remain in their marital village. 



to their homes, villages and land as evident by the frequency in which they describe 

it in terms of their "motherland". These findings bolster earlier suggestions that age 

and residence influence one's sense of attachment to place. As well, the residence 

and age variables seem to interact, thereby having differential affects over 

conceptions of the natural environment. Such findings are not surprising given the 

rapidly changing social conditions in Garhwal as the modem, money based 

economy is hurriedly assimilated. 

Table 6 reports on the use of the terminology "motherlandn as a descriptor 

amongst all respondents. This table presents evidence to support earlier data and 

trends as well as summarize the important variables influencing Garhwali's 

conception of and relationship to their place. As mentioned earlier, not all 

respondents used the explicit terminology motherlandn but have used other, similar 

terms. However, since these other references were not included, the evidence 

presented here reflects only the use of this specific ten .  Given this limitation, the 

evidence still supports earlier findings. In terms of describing their place, the 

findings show that 49.5% of all female respondents used the term "motherland" 

which is slightly greater than the 43.5% of male respondents who used the term. 

Also affirming earlier trends, a greater proportion of rural residents (58%) than urban 

residents (44.4%) used "motherland" in describing their land, village, or place. 

Finally, with increasing age, increasing numbers of respondents describe their place 

or land with the "motherlandn descriptor. These findings suggest that women, dam 

protestors, rural residents and older respondents tend to conceive of their place as 

'motherland' to a greater extent than men, dam supporters, urban residents and 

younger respondents respectively. In conjunction with the knowledge of women's 

gender roles and responsibilities, such findings bolster earlier indications that work 

roles, residence and age seem to be important variables towards understanding the 

sense of connection or attachment described as the most important reason 

motivating Tehri dam protestors. 



Women and the Natural Environment 

Reflecting the cultural ecofeminist emphasis on women's relationship with the 

natural environment. this section explores the forces shaping this relationship and 

its characteristics. Based upon the findings, Garhwali women's relationship to the 

natural environment is arguably more complicated than for men. For example, a 

greater proportion of female than male protestors explain their primary reasons for 

protesting in terms of attachment to place. However, given the strong person-place 

association in Garhwali culture, customs of patrilocality and patrilineal land tenure 

are reasonably predicted to weaken women's relationship with their natural 

environment. Though age appears to strengthen this relationship, this trend exists 

for both men and women. This suggests that other sociocultural variables. 

specifically gender roles and responsibilities influence women's relationship with 

their physical environment. 

Table 6: Respondents Using "Motherland" as a Descriptor; by Gender, 
Position on Dam, Residence and Age. 

No. % 
Gender 

Female 45 49.45% of women 
Male 28 43.48% of men 

Position on Dam: 
Protestor 60 5 1.28% protestors 
Supporter 13 30.23% supporters 

Residence 
Rural 32 57.95% of rural respondents 
Urban 51 44.44% of urban respondents 

Age 530 13 31%of s30yearsofage 
31 -50 37 55% of 31-50 years of age 
51+ 33 65% of 51 + years of age 

In many ways, these gender roles and responsibilities can be seen to 

strengthen women's relationship with their surrounding environment. Relative to 



men, Garhwafi women tend to build stronger social ties with others in the village and 

with the surrounding area. Women are responsible for collecting the wood for 

household fuel, water and animal fodder so they spend considerably more time in 

the local forests, often with other women. Although men must plough the fields, the 

women are responsible for all other field work. In addition to all these tasks, women 

must clean the house, cook and feed the family. In general, women's work involves 

more community based, agricultural labour whereas a greater proportion of men 

work outside the village. These gender roles are socially constructed, but as 

cultural ecofeminists assert, they are also based upon women's biology. In contrast 

to Shiva's emphasis on women's reproductive capacity shaping their nature 

connection, these findings suggest that social and cultural factors are as important 

as biology. 

The 1991 Census of lndia reports on the type of labour by sex and 

residence. For the Tehri Garhwal region, 97.7% of female workers work as 

cultivators, agricultural labourers, or in the household industry and only 2.3% are 

employed in areas outside of the agricultural or household industry, such as 

government positions, factory wok, or business (Census of lndia, 1991). 

Conversely, amongst male workers in the Tehri Garhwal region, 62.5% are 

cultivators and 34.5% are employed outside of the agriculturaVcultivation areas 

(Census of lndia, 1991). The remaining 3% work as labourers or in household 

industries. While the majority of both men and women work in the agricultural 

sector, a significantly higher proportion of men relative to women secure permanent 

employment outside of the agricultural industry. 

Key informants and intewiewees confirmed these patterns. They explained 

that Garhwali women do almost all the household and agricultural work while 

husbands either work outside the village or sip chai with friends. Even those men 

who describe themselves as farmers spend less time working in their physical 

environment than agriculturally based women. These findings support the idea that 

gender roles and responsibilities mitigate the weakening influence that patrilocality 

may have over women's sense of attachment to place. 



Dr. Rawat. Professor of Sociology and Principal of the University of Garhwal 

in Tehri has conducted considerable sociological research on the nature and 

condition of Garhwali society. Reinforcing other key informants and respondents 

he explained that women of Garhwal are not only exclusively responsible for 

collecting fuel wood and animal fodder from the forests but he confirmed the view 

that their daily chores mean that they spend more time in their local environment 

and are more involved in its care. Because women's gender roles depend upon the 

natural environment to a greater extent than men's, Dr. Rawat explained that 

women were therefore closer to nature than men. Many older village women 

concurred with this assessment and spoke of their sense of connection and peace 

in the local forests. 

When I used to go to the forest with my friends, we used to sing songs and 
we used to listen to each others happiness and sorrow. Sometimes when we 
remember our mother place, we would cry. We used to take dry food, 
sweets, with us to the forest. We used to eat them sharing amongst 
everybody. I felt verygood. We were enjoying ourselves. We had a different 
kind of peace there, a different kind of time. We had mental peace.. .(P 1 4) 
(65 year old female villager, her and her husband depend upon farming) 

This quote represents many older rural women's feelings and conceptions of the 

local forests. Since forest work is the exclusive domain of women, through their 

work rural women build strong connections not only with other women, but with the 

forest and their physical surroundings. This evidence illuminates earlier findings 

which suggested that age was an important variable for women's sense of place 

attachment. With fewer forests, greater use of gas and kerosene stoves and 

changing social conditions, fewer women visit the forests in the same way. Younger 

women's weaker relationship with the natural environment may, in part, be 

explained by the gradual shift to fuel resources resulting in relatively less time spent 

working and socializing in the forests than amongst older women. 

As indicated, in recent decades deforestation has become a growing problem 

in the region. In terms of environmental impact, women are seen as active in both 

protecting and destroying the environment. Since women are responsible for 



collecting fuelwood and animal fodder from the forests, they are blamed for the 

declining condition of the forests. Although the state and national governments 

develop laws to protect the forests, they offer few alternatives to these women to 

replace wood as the primary household fuel source. At the same time, as 

evidenced in Chipko struggles, Garhwali women have fought to protect their local 

forests from commercial logging. Essentially, because women's responsibilities 

depend upon the local forests, they are the first to notice and be affected by 

environmental decline. Key informants also explained that since economic 

conditions made it necessary for men to secure jobs outside of the village and often 

the region, women's attachment to their land and place is necessarily stronger than 

men's. For these reasons, many explained that Garhwali women were closer to the 

natural environment than their male counterparts. 

Women (are closer to nature) because men go to work in the morning and 
return in the evening. Only the women must bring wood and fodder, etc. 
and have to do all the village work. So she understands nature. (45 year old 
village woman who farms, husband works in the city) (M17) 

Based upon gender roles and responsibilities, Garhwali men who work in the 

agricultural sector generally spend less time working and living in their natural 

environment than the rural women. In general, key informants including local NGO 

workers, villagers, Sawodaya participants and academics explained women's closer 

relationship to the natural environment based upon their gender roles and 

responsibilities. In essence key informants agreed that due to the work and 

responsibilities of Garhwali women, they work more in their natural environment and 

are therefore closer to it than men. Thus, those who spend more time working and 

living in their natural environment seem to be more concerned with it and have a 

closer relationship with it. For the people of Garhwal, this is the rural peasant 

women. 

Not only is women's work based more in the natural environment, but it is 

conducted almost entirely within the confines of their village. Evidence of these 

work role differences are found within the data describing livelihood activities on 



Table 1. In terms of main work, 46% of female respondents worked in the 

agricultural sector compared to only 8.7% of the male respondents. These findings 

are conservative for the women because many female rural respondents explained 

that they were no longer able to farm because the THDC has already acquired their 

land. These findings, in concert with earlier evidence further support the idea that 

women's roles and responsibilities influence their sense of attachment to their place 

and relationship with the physical environment. Therefore, in addition to age and 

residence, gender roles and responsibilities also influence one's relationship with 

the physical environment and sense of attachment to place. 

Interviews with key informants about women's relationship with the natural 

environment and the Chipko protest provide further evidence to support the view 

that women's relationship with the natural environment is shaped by their roles and 

responsibilities. However, contrary to earlier findings, some informants described 

how this relationship included a destructive element. One key informant, a local 

village woman, discussed the increasing difficulty of collecting fuel wood and fodder 

due to increasing surveillance by forest officials who prevent locals from harvesting 

wood from local forests. The woman laughingly boasted that after she and her 

friends were approached by the forest official as they collected wood and fodder, 

they beat him and tied him to a tree so that they could cut down trees for the wood 

and fodder that they needed. Many respondents explained that govemment forest 

officials were forcing them out of the forests. However, they complained that the 

government had not provided them any alternative sources of fuel for cooking or 

fodder for their animals. Other key informants explained that since the Chipko 

movement, govemment agencies have banned local peasants from many of the 

local forests to protect the timber. And, as the forests are harvested by greater 

numbers of people, many women explained that they had no other choice but to 

chop down standing trees to get the wood they needed. It is this context in which 

government officials, academics and environmental activists blame rural peasant 

women for the deforestation and the decline of local forests. Key informant, 

Sunderlal Bahuguna, leader of the Tehri dam protest, detailed his extensive work 



with village women in which he provided them with environmental education to 

prevent them from chopping down local trees for fuel and fodder. The need to 

educate women in environmental protection suggests that they are not innately 

connected to the natural environment. Although women's reproductive capacity 

shapes these women's lives, socially constructed conceptions of gender and 

cultural traditions are also extremely influential. 

For Garhwali women, access to natural resources is essential to meet their 

responsibilities as subsistence producers and family providers. Also, subsistence 

work is an important aspect of women's gender role. Although Garhwalis would 

support conservative resource management and express an awareness of the need 

to protect and conserve the local environment, they also feel pressure to choose 

between preserving local resources and providing for their families. Given their 

responsibilities, these women must meet the needs of their families. Women are 

faced with declining forests, forced to travel further to gather wood and fodder and 

often blamed for the condition of the local forests. 

However, other forces also affect local forest conditions. Recent reports 

confirm that the forest mafia continues to fell local forests (Times of India, 1995). 

At the same time, locals accuse and corrupt forest officials and contractors of 

starting several major forest fires simultaneously in order to eradicate any evidence 

of corrupt forest management (Review Board Meeting, 1995). It is in this context 

that social movements strive for greater control over natural resources. 

Views on the Relationship with the Natural Environment 

In describing the differences between men's and women's relationship with 

the physical environment, key informants and interviewees attributed these 

differences to women's gender roles and responsibilities. By this they meant that 

women are more aware of their natural environment because of the work and time 

they spend in close contact with nature. 

. . . women are (closer to nature) because. .. . most of the work is done by 
women in the mountains. They work in the fields, in the forests and on the 



banks of the rivers, so they are closer to nature. (P39) (50 year old woman 
from Tehri, husband owns a shop) 

Other respondents explained that it was not only women, but that all people who 

worked in their natural environment would be more attached to their motherland and 

nature. Many key informants and intewiewees reported this view. However not all 

interviewees explained this attachment and closeness in terms of gender roles. 

lnterviewees most often explained that the rural people were closer to the natural 

environment because they depended more directly upon nature for their survival. 

As one village woman explained, "whoever is getting things from nature, he is close 

to nature, whether man or woman". Still other explanations detailed that all humans 

were close to nature because all humanity depends upon nature for survival. Such 

a perspective represents Sax's (1 991) findings in which Garhwalis are described as 

having a more holistic and connected worldview. As one respondent in this study 

noted, 

The importance of nature is for everybody and in everybodfs life. It there 
was no nature we would not be here then. We get everything from nature- 
Air, forest, water, grain, everyfhing. We are alive with nature. Otherwise we 
would not be in this world. (M17)(45 year old village woman who farms, 
husband works in the city) 

In contrast to this holistic view, respondents were aware of how their holistic view 

differed considerably from that of the government or major corporations. The 

following quote represents many of the respondents' description of the Tehri Hydro 

Development Corporation (THDC). 

(The T H E )  are destroying nature. They are outsiders and they are only 
concerned with money. This I can say for certain ... (B18) (50 year old male 
teacher whose wife no longer farms because their land has been acquired 
by the THDC) 

In stark contrast to the powerful industrialists who build the dam to control, exploit 

and overpower the environment as a resource, the rural respondents tended to 

describe the human-nature relationship as one in which humans are dependant 



upon nature and as a part of the larger ecosystem. In this way, the Tehri dam 

struggle may be seen to represent the meeting of two contrasting woridviews. Thus 

those who depend to a greater extent upon the natural environment for subsistence 

and have lived in the region for a longer period of time seem to relate to their natural 

environment differently than those from outside the region who are dependent upon 

the moneyed economy. These differences reflect the findings about the protestors 

and supporters of the dam. 

What is common amongst the different explanations by Garhwalis about 

one's relationship with nature is the belief that survival is associated with a sense 

of interdependence. In this way those who depend upon the environment for 

survival are necessarily closer to it. Rural peasants who are completely dependent 

upon agriculture and the forests for their subsistence would therefore be closer to 

the environment than government employees living in urban centres. Earlier Chipko 

protests were based on the belief that the more conservative resource managers 

are those who depend upon the health of their physical environment for survival. 

Evidence to support this view is found in Table 1 which shows that none of the 

supporters of the dam were dependant only upon agriculture for their subsistence. 

Further, over 39% of the supporters were young unmamed students, mostly male, 

who were still dependant upon their families. These young students explained that 

because of the dam, they would be relocated to the urban areas and therefore have 

greater opportunities for employment, education and success than in the 'backward' 

region of Tehri. 

Since rural agriculturalists are more directly dependent upon the natural 

environment, environmental activists such as Bahuguna argue that they are 

therefore more prudent resource managers. This relationship of agricultural 

dependence coupled with a view of environmental interdependence suggests that 

Garhwalis are protective of their environment. Indeed for many, their survival 

depends upon the health of the environment. However, it is important not to 

idealize the peasant. Ecological interdependence does not necessitate prudent 

management of natural resources. Such a perspective is simplistic and tends to 



idealize subsistence producers. As shown above, the human-environment 

relationship is influenced by several variables and interests. In addition to one's 

biology, age, residence and livelihood patterns, changing social conditions. cultural 

meanings, environmental conditions and government legislation affect the humart- 

environment relationship. Superficially, we would expect agriculturally dependent 

farmers to care for their environment, however, as we have seen, other variables 

influence and complicate this relationship. 

The next section discusses several important issues for the people affected 

by the Tehri dam. These issues reflect their reluctance to leave the Tehri area and 

highlight several other aspects related to their attachment to the place in which they 

currently live. The section will conclude with a discussion of these findings in 

reference to ecofeminist theory. 

Security 

Besides the primary reason underlying the struggle, protestors highlighted 

other important issues related to the protest. The inevitable relocation raised both 

identity and security concerns amongst respondents. One such concern is the 

stigma attached to people who are transient, or who are not "contained" by their 

place of origin. Sax notes that individuals who move from one place to another are 

considered impure or devalued because they are not constrained by the customs 

of their place of origin (1 991 ). 

...p ersons who have no 'place' or those who, like women in this vin'local 
society, move from one place to another, are devalued. With no particular 
place to contain their actions, they are regarded as low, impure (too 'mixed' 
in Marriot's terms), unpredictable, and volatile. (Sax, 1991 : 75) 

Respondents explained that not only are they forced to leave their family homes, 

fertile land and place of origin, but in doing so, they will receive unfair 

compensation, be considered as outsiders at the relocation sites and devalued due 

to their perceived transience. Such reasoning supports the idea that attachment to 



place refiects much more than the desire to protect subsistence livelihoods. It is 

strongly related to social status and cultural identity. 

Also men and women feared moving to a new and unknown place. Beyond 

being considered "outsiders" in their relocation place many feared for their safety, 

particularly for their female family members. Many respondents contrasted their 

current homes where they did not lock doors or fear for their well-being with their 

future places in the plains where women were attacked, robbed and even murdered. 

Men who worked outside the village explained that when they leave the village to 

go to work, other village members take care of their wives and female family 

members and that the villages are safe and comfortable social environments. 

However in the "new place", they asked 'who will look after my wife and 

daughter(s)?'. Some men explained that they would have to leave their jobs to 

ensure their families safety in the new village and home. 

This is not good for us. We are losing many things if we go to the plains ... all 
the bad things are there; mosquitoes, dirt, robbers, thieves, all kinds of 
people are there. Our daughters and daughters in law can't go out freely 
there.. . the plains are not good for us. This place is good for us and we don't 
like the plains people because there, a minimum of one or two people must 
stay at home, if there is not people there, who will care for the house? Here 
we have freedom and we are free. (661) (58 year old male villager. He and 
his family depend upon farming) 

Beyond the fear of living in a new place with strangers, this concern also highlights 

the threat of impurity for Indian women in general and Garhwali women specifically. 

Found mostly amongst the conservative Hindu communities of the North, the purity 

of female family members is a central concern. Not only the family, but even the 

status of a group or caste essentially depends upon the purity of its female 

members (Joshi and Liddle. 1986). Such concerns result in severely limiting 

women's freedom of movement and ability to secure employment, particularly 

amongst rural communities. 

we will have to leave everything and will have to settle at different places. 
The whole village is like one family here. Nobody has any worry. The male 
people are working outside without worries, because here at this place, a 



woman can move freely, but this is not so in the cities. After evening, a [one 
woman can not go outside for a walk in the cities. (PI 0)  (35 year old village 
woman whose husband works in the city) 

While this is a concern for Indian women in general, the threatened security and 

fears for personal safety in moving to a new place heighten this concern and will 

serve to further limit the freedom and movement of these women. 

Several supporters explained that they had earlier opposed the dam, but had 

since come to accept the inevitability of the dam's construction and had decided to 

support the dam. In supporting the dam, they hoped that they would be relocated 

quickly so that they would not have to remain in the state of anxiety related to where 

they would live. This anxiety may reflect a desire to settle in a permanent place for 

them to begin to establish a more stable sense of identity. 

Social Capital 

The findings indicate that along with women, men are also negatively 

impacted by environmental destruction. For example, both men and women fear 

the stigma associated with being an outsider, or not of a particular place. Further, 

these concerns indicate that a loss of culture and social attachments are important 

elements of one's connection to their village. Clearly, the social capital in the 

communities is highly valued by Garhwali people. This social capital will be 

destroyed as families are relocated to different regions and villages. Not only is this 

capital irreplaceable, but respondents explained that the THDC did not consider 

their social connections and feelings of community in calculating the costs of the 

dam or the compensation for relocating families. One widow explained, 

I don't want to go a way, leaving my house, land and soil here. Our culture is 
here. We have our own people here. I am alone. My sons and daughters-in- 
law live separately from me. So, I don't want to go anywhere else alone. 
The people of my age are here and they share my good and bad times. 1 
have spent my whole life in the lap of mother ganga, I don't want to die 
outside. (P36) (62 year old female widower from Tehri) 



For widows who lived independently from their families, the relocation threatened 

their ability to survive. They explained that the village was their family and at the 

relocation site they would not know anybody and nobody would take care of them. 

As well, for the many women who had never left the region surrounding their village, 

the relocation move was particularly traumatic. 

. . . I have never seen outside (outside the village or region). How can we be 
settled at any new place when we have just our mattresses, nothing more? 
I cry when I think about it. I hope that will have died before I go away from 
this place. (P 1 9)  (85 year old female widow from village. She depends upon 
her children) 

For these women, the threat of moving and living alone in a new and unknown place 

was unbearable. Many explained that they wanted to die before being forced to 

leave their homes. 

The social connections located within the village were important elements of 

the place attachment for all people, particularly the rural residents and most acutely, 

for widows. As indicated earlier, residents of the area consider everyone in the 

village as family and during times of need they would work and support one another. 

Perceiving the inevitability of the village relocation, many respondents suggested 

that an entire village should move to the same location to maintain the long standing 

and valued sense of connection to a community. 

Economic 

Similar to explanations surrounding earlier Chipko struggles, many protestors 

explained that the dam threatened their ability to survive and feed their families. 

Many villages in the proposed flood basin were sluated on fertile, irrigated and rich 

farmland next to the Bhagirathi and Bhilunguna rivers. For example, Kandal, one 

of these villages, is famous for the fertility of its soil which produces crops year 

round. The people of Kandal proudly explained that no other village in the region 

grew crops for more than 6-8 months of the year. The relocation to poorer quality 

soil angered many residents. Supported by independent opinions, many people 



from Kandal and other villages pointed out that the land they received in exchange 

for their fertile river side land was barren, rocky and infertile. This land also did not 

have the facilities that the people presently enjoyed, including access to local 

forests, the river, many local streams and a predominantly rural setting. Another 

complaint referred to the compensation program which dictated that each family 

received an equal amount of land, independent of land holdings in Tehri. 

Respondents explained that they currently meet almost all their living 

requirements from their local surroundings and through trading in goods with local 

shop keepers. Others said they had little need for money and did not want the 

apparent rewards offered by the dam which they saw as primarily benefitting the 

Delhi elites. Conversely, the places to which people would be moved were more 

urban and more strongly rooted in the moneyed economy. Their survival in the 

relocation sites would force them to secure employment and earn money to meet 

their daily needs. Although greater involvement in the moneyed economy appealed 

to members of the younger generations, older respondents largely dependant upon 

the agricultural sector feared they would be unable to survive. 

Daughter, I don't want to go a way from my village. I don't need any money. 
What will I do with that money? I just need bread two times a day. 73e 
(compensation) money will be finished after two days, but it is difficult to go 
to any other place because we have been living here formany yean and we 
are accustomed now to living in this atmosphere (PI 9) (85 year old village 
widowed woman) 

They don Y have farming there, as we have here. How can they live without 
grain? Where will they grow the grain? We can only grow grain in the soil, 
not over a house or in a building. 7hey are constructing the dam in fertile 
valleys where we have good farms. They are displacing people from this 
valley. We can Y live from eating money. We can only live by eating grain.. . 
(B69) (74 year old retired village man) 

These economic concems lend some support to the ecoferninist claims which 

assert that the subsistence perspective is the primary motivator for women 

protecting their natural environment. However, these economic concems are also 

very important to the men of Tehri. Although these reasons remain very important 



to the people of Tehn', the respondents did not identify them as the most important 

reasons for protesting. 

Another economic concern reflected both the corruption of the compensation 

program and the overall dam project management. More than one key informant 

and most intelviewees mentioned that it was virtually impossible for families not 

amongst the powerful elite to receive fair money for their land and home without 

bribing the officials who were managing the compensation. These findings indicate 

that, like Chipko, the struggle for subsistence and economic factors generally played 

an important role in the protest to stop the dam. 

(I have not received compensation ...) because I don't have money so I can't 
bribe. They say, give the money first and then we will do the work, (ie. write 
the compensation agreement) but I would have already built another house 
if I had money. I am living in the house that was built by my grandfather. 
The people who have the land have bribed fhe THDC. Some people have 
given a bribe to them, but they have not received any land or compensation 
yet.. . . Nobody is taking care of us, they are all corrupt who are sitting there 
in the TUDC, all these things are beyond my understanding. (65 year old 
retired male villager) (870) 

For many of the people of Tehri, the dam represents great injustice and loss. 

The people of Tehri lose their land, village, social connections and homes. They 

will also lose the foundation of their identity. Essentially, many local residents 

protested as a means to prevent these losses and primarily to maintain their 

attachment to the place which defines them. 

l like this land and soil. I have love for it. This is our earning. We need 
money, but this soil is best for us. Perhaps the God of the land is annoyed 
by us so our land and soil is being snatched from us by the THDC. (59 year 
old village woman. husband retired driver) 

This study's findings reveal that the protestors wanted to remain in their 

traditional homes. This desire reflects their sense of attachment to their place which 

consists of their homes, village, land and people. While different patterns emerge 

amongst male and female respondents, much of this variation is related to livelihood 



patterns, culturally determined gender roles and responsibilities, age and residence 

factors. First, the findings indicate that livelihood patterns are related to gender 

roles and responsibilities and influence individual views about the Tehri dam and 

their sense of connection to their place. As well, respondents who were more 

dependent upon subsistence agriculture tended to feel a stronger attachment to the 

land, village and place compared to respondents who depended upon permanent 

jobs. Similarly, rural respondents indicated a stronger sense of attachment to their 

place than urban respondents. Finally, as the age of respondents increased, their 

attachment or sense of connection to their place also increased. 

In contrast to protestors who wanted to preserve their connection to their 

motherland, supporters largely explained their views in terms of the economic 

benefits and opportunities that the dam would bring them. Although a minority of 

supporters also indicated a sense of attachment to their place as "motherland", a 

larger proportion of protestors expressed this connection, as their reason for 

protesting. Secondary ethnographic evidence, particularly that of Sax, (1991) 

supports these findings. Sax's analysis also provides the cultural context for the 

findings by exploring the tradition of patrilocality which further complicates women's 

sense of attachment to their place. 

Discussion 

Informed by cultural ecofeminist literature primarily relating to women, the 

environment and sustainable development, the research used the Tehri dam protest 

to examine two basic propositions of cultural ecofeminism. Cultural ecoferninists 

often utilize the Chipko movement and the lives of Garhwali women as evidence of 

these propositions. This research assessed the validity of these two ecofeminist 

propositions. 

The first proposition asserts that women involved in the Tehri dam protest 

were primarily motivated by the desire to protect their natural environment. The 

assumed complementarity of women's gender interests and environmental interests 

provide the basis of this proposition. In examining this proposition, the study asked 



respondents directly why they protested or supported the dam and, also, about their 

views and relationship with the local environment. Although there are similarities 

with earlier Chipko struggles in that protestors were concerned about their ability to 

provide for their families in the relocation sights, this concem for survival was only 

one element of a more general sense of connection to their place. A small minority 

of the protestors (4.3% ) demonstrated primarily out of concem for the natural 

environment whereas the majority of protestors (73.5%) protested due to their 

sense of attachment and connection to their place. 

Cultural ecofeminists may argue that the evidence presented demonstrates 

women's greater concern for the subsistence approach which primarily depends 

upon the well-being of the natural environment. That is, with 92% of female 

respondents compared to only 49% of male respondents reporting their attachment 

to place, the evidence may suggest that women are more concerned with 

maintaining their subsistence lifestyles and the natural environment than men. Also, 

27.4% of male protestors explained that they were protesting for economic reasons 

relative to only 4.5% of female respondents. 

There is a grain of truth to these views, however, the subsistence way of life 

is only one part of the attachment to place which consists of several other important 

factors. This attachment also reflects strong community social relations, a sense 

of cultural identity related to a specific place, the land and their traditional way of 

life. Although the subsistence lifestyle may have been important for some rural 

protestors, urban protestors also explained an attachment to place which was 

independent of a subsistence approach to survival. For these reasons, the cultural 

ecofeminist argument that women are protesting to protect their subsistence 

approach is not supported. Although this may be one part of the attachment to 

place, the subsistence approach is not the central motivating factor behind the Tehri 

dam protest. 

With a greater proportion of women than men protesting due to their 

attachment to place proponents of cultural ecofeminism may argue this difference 

is due to women's reproductive biology. However, as the findings demonstrate, in 



addition to women's biology, the culturally defined gender roles and responsibilities 

strongly influence individual's relationship with their natural environment. This 

research questions the cultural ecofeminist assumption that human nature is 

biologically determined. While biology influences women's condition, the social 

construction of gender roles should not be minimized. 

Shiva describes the Chipko protests as 'spontaneous' which suggests that 

the woman-nature link caused women's activism in protecting their forests and land. 

However, evidence provided by the leaders and activists in both the Chipko and 

Tehri dam movement refutes this description. In all cases. community leaders, 

always male, planned, discussed and implemented the demonstrations and 

protests. Further, in only one case were women pitted against men in protecting 

forest resources instead of felling trees for potato farming (Guha, 1989). In all other 

instances, particularly with the Tehri dam movement, both men and women were 

involved in the public demonstrations and the leaders of these movements are all 

men. In no way could this movement be considered a women's movement. 

These findings fail to support the ecofeminist proposition that women are 

primarily protesting to protect the natural environment and their means of 

subsistence. A number of variables influence an individual's relationship with the 

natural environment. Beyond biological differences. this research reveals patterns 

related to age, residence, livelihood patterns and gender roleslresponsibilities which 

influence the human-environment relationship. While protestors identified 

subsistence concerns in relation to the conflict, the primary reason for the protest 

was not related to environmental protection, but cultural identity. 

Considering the findings, little support exists for the ecofeminist proposition 

that women of Garhwal protest to protect their surrounding physical environment 

and subsistence lifestyle. This proposition is informed by the findings which reveal 

that the women of Garhwal are protesting due to a sense of attachment to their 

place. While the physical environment is one aspect of the attachment to place, it 

is clearly their sense of connection to place which protestors are fighting to protect. 

not simply the natural environment and their ability to subsist. Further, contrary to 



ecofeminist assumptions, women's reasons for protesting are not considerably 

different from men's. Although a greater proportion of female respondents are 

represented, in general, the largest proportion of both male and female protestors 

explained their protest against the dam as motivated by a desire to protect their 

sense of cultural identity which is largely based upon their place. The differences 

amongst male and female respondents may be attributed to biology, but the 

evidence suggests that they are also largely related to socially constructed gender 

roles and responsibilities. Though women are more involved in subsistence work, 

men are also concerned about providing for their families and supplementing the 

agricultural labour of the women. The most meaningful factors are not differences 

based upon biological sex, but rather livelihood, age, residence and gender role 

variables. 

A more valuable explanation than biology concerning the differences 

amongst male and female respondents reflects the threat the Tehri dam project 

represents particularly for these women. They clearly work very hard and exercise 

little control over their own destinies. This project threatens what little freedom, 

autonomy and control they currently hold over their lives. Because women's roles 

and responsibilities relate directly to the land, forests and natural resources, the 

imposed relocation with all of its limitations further erodes the little power these 

women currently exercise. 

These findings support criticisms against cultural ecofeminist views. Clearly, 

scholars interested in development issues must consider contextual factors such as 

sociocultural, political and historical influences to explain or characterize social 

movements such as Chipko and the Tehri dam protest. Cultural ecofeminists 

appear to have selectively emphasized the evidence which supports the theory 

rather than grounding the theory in the experiences of the people or the reality of 

the situation. Although cultural ecofeminism did not evolve to explain the Chipko 

related protest, proponents use these Chipko movements as evidence of this 

perspective arguing that such movements embody cultural ecofeminism. However, 

cultural ecofeminists such as Shiva inaccurately portray the reality of the protests 



and the lives of the people involved. This research attempts to more accurately 

portray the Chipko and Tehri dam protests and in doing so, challenges the claims 

of ecoferninism. 

The second ecofeminist proposition asserts that women are more concerned 

with and have a closer relationship to their natural environment than men. The 

evidence from this research does not refute the proposition that women are innately 

closer to nature, but instead highlights other influencing factors which weaken the 

biologically defined woman-nature linkage. The evidence suggests that contextual 

factors are also important in influencing women's involvement in the protest. These 

contextual factors include gender role expectations, cultural norms, a history of 

social protest and the culturally defined relationship between person and place. 

Ecofeminists also express this second proposition as an assumption: by 

satisfying women's needs and interests, the environment will be protected or at least 

not harmed or exploited. The data does not support this assumption. Women 

experience a double bind: they must chose between protecting the environment 

and providing for their families which demands that they engage in environmentally 

destructive behaviours such as chopping trees for fuel wood. At the same time. 

environmentally protective policies have made women's lives more difficult, forcing 

them to travel further for fodder and fuel wood. These examples indicate that 

women's interests are not entirely complimentary to environmental protection. 

From yet another angle, if we assume that protecting the forests or 

preventing the construction of the Tehri dam are beneficial measures for the local 

environment, then based upon the ecofeminist proposition, it follows that such 

measures are beneficial for the women of Garhwal. That is, by protecting the 

natural environment, Garhwali women's subsistence livelihood is protected and they 

can provide for their families. However, what these social movements represent in 

addition to local control of resources, is maintenance of the status quo. As 

presented in Chapter 5. the underlying tenets of the Uttarakhand movement are to 

protect and maintain present and traditional power structures within society. 

Similarly. the Anti-Tehri dam movement reflects a desire to protect and maintain 



traditional livelihood patterns which also means traditional gender roles and 

responsibilities. Considering their gender roles and responsibilities, women's 

subordinated status and their relatively difficult living conditions, it is difficult for 

feminists to argue that these movements are concerned with women's interests. At 

the same time however, the relocation will undermine women's current sense of 

freedom, autonomy and power in the new cultural environment. The Tehri dam 

movement represents a desire to preserve the status quo. In this way, women may 

be able to maintain what little power and autonomy they currently have. 

Considering the economic, cultural, social and environmental evidence, many 

factors shape an individual's relationship to their local environment in Garhwal. 

While men's economic and residential control results in greater economic and 

political power over land and natural resources, women's gender-specific roles and 

responsibilities strongly connect women to their physical environment. Changing 

social conditions encourage more men to leave their homes for work thereby 

increasing women's responsibilities and dependancy upon the village and 

community. 

Based upon the evidence, Cecile Jackson's assertion that the cultural 

ecofeminist linkage between "women' and "nature" is simplistic and essentialist, 

gathers support. Due to changing cultural factors and social conditions, women's 

relationship with their environment is more complicated than cultural ecofeminists 

have acknowledged (Jackson, 1 993a). 

Not only have environmental conditions deteriorated through deforestation, 

road construction and industrial projects, but different social conditions exist 

between younger and older generations. These changing conditions affect how 

Garhwali women relate to their natural environment. Essentially, both men and 

women from the older generations (51 +) describe their closeness with their natural 

environment, their love for the forests, river, trees and land. However younger men 

and women rarely describe their relationship with the environment in the same 

manner. Urbanization, growing environmental degradation and alternative fuel 

sources, are three reasons offered to explain why fewer young women experience 



the local forests or the natural environment in the same way as older women. 

Further differences exist between women in rural and urban centres. Patterns 

which emerged from the interview data support these explanations. The findings 

reveal that a greater proportion of women from older generations describe and 

conceive of the environment in terms such as 'motherland' or 'mothet among others 

and that their reasons for protesting related to their attachment to their place. This 

pattern was also apparent amongst elderly male respondents as well as with rural 

compared to urban respondents. 

Women's relationship with the natural environment is strongly influenced by 

social, cultural and economic variables. Although Garhwalis may perceive women 

to be closer to the environment than the men, cultural factors, changing social 

conditions and environmental degradation complicate this simplistic proposition. 

Rather than being biologically determined as Shiva asserts, the findings indicate 

that this relationship is socially constructed and provides an important element in 

women's sense of identity. 

Given the concerns reported by both men and women regarding their ability 

to survive and provide for their families, the evidence supports Agarwal's view that 

women's involvement in protests reflect their subordinated position in society. 

These findings indicate that women's gender roles and responsibilities dictate that 

they are more involved in meeting basic subsistence needs. As such environmental 

changes affect women first and they are often most negatively affected. The 

condition of widows in Tehri provide powerful evidence of this view. In Indian 

society, widows are arguably amongst the most subordinated group. For these 

respondents, losing their only means of subsistence in exchange for less fertile land 

along with being displaced to a new village with few, if any, friends or relations, 

threatens their ability to survive. While women are largely responsible for 

subsistence production and arguably most negatively affected by environmental 

decline, it is important to recognize that Garhwali men are still involved in providing 

for their families. The threat of economic security was found to be more of a 



concern to male respondents than to female respondents. Though in different 

ways, both women and men are negatively affected by the dam. 

Cultural ecofeminists acknowledge the role of both biological and social 

influences in the human-nature relationship. Shiva however. emphasizes the 

biological character of women's connection to the natural environment. The findings 

of this research suggest that while biology may be a factor, cultural ecofeminists 

must also account for social, cultural, historic and material conditions. Although 

beyond the scope of this research study, social and socialist ecofeminism appear 

to offer less controversial alternatives towards understanding and addressing the 

subordination of both women and the environment. It is also important to 

acknowledge that all ecofeminist perspectives are politically motivated. Beyond 

explaining the condition of women and the environment, these perspectives are 

shaped by their political goals of radical, social transformation. 

This discussion thus far has focused upon the theoretical weaknesses of 

ecofeminism. However, I must emphasize that through the critical analysis of 

development, ecofeminism has stimulated my own understanding of the problems 

and underlying assumptions of development. One important awareness relates to 

the intimate linkage between patriarchal knowledge systems and development 

defined in terms of unlimited economic growth. Though there appears to be little 

evidence at present for ecofeminist claims, the ecofeminist perspective may still 

offer valuable insight into one of the fundamental problems related to development. 

However, ecofeminism minimizes it's contribution to the critical analysis of 

capitalist, patriarchal structures and the impact these structures have upon women 

and the environment by attempting to inappropriately impose this perspective. The 

essentialist proposition of 'women's' inherent link to 'nature' fails to account for 

variability in women, the environment and factors shaping this relationship. 

Ecofeminism's contribution may legitimately come from a more symbolic 

interpretation for resolving the problem rather than asselting the literal, essentialist, 

connection between women and nature. This literal response asserts that women 

are the transformational agents for addressing the environmental crisis and 



overcoming patriarchal domination, simply subverting patriarchy. However, this 

literal interpretation inappropriately imposes upon women the responsibility of 

environmental protection and radical transformation. Ecofeminism offers more 

power and insight at the symbolic level. In this form, the ecofeminist perspective 

offers important messages about the nature of the developmental problem and 

enables both women and men to be equal partners in change. 

Before concluding, the next chapter considers these findings from another 

framework which appears to provide a valuable explanation for not only the Tehri 

dam protest, but the many social- movements of Uttarakhand. 



CHAPTER EIGHT: IDENTIFICATION THEORY 

On ldentification 

The research findings show that the Tehri dam protest reflects a desire to 

protect and maintain Garhwali's shared identity. Sax's analysis supports these 

findings by acknowledging an intimate connection between person and place. A 

social psychological perspective presented by William Bloom in Personal Identity, 

National Identity and International Relations (1 WO), provides considerable insights 

into this study's findings. This section will introduce identification theory and 

highlight the insights that emerge from its analysis of the Tehri dam protest. 

Cultural conceptions of the surrounding environment have a major influence 

on identity and definitions of the self (Greider and Garkovich, 1 994). As the natural 

environment changes, people's sense of self and personal identity must also shift 

to reflect these changes (Greider and Garkovich, 1994). Radical environmental 

change or forced relocation creates intense personal crises especially for groups 

like Garhwalis who strongly identify with their place. 

ldentification Theory 

ldentification theory states that. 

identification is an inherent and unconscious behavioural imperative in all 
individuals. Individuals actively seek to identify in order to achieve 
psychological security, and they actively seek to maintain, protect and bolster 
identity in order to maintain and enhance this psychological security which 
is a sine qua non of personality stability and emotional well-being ... 
identifications can be shared, with the result that individuals who share the 
same identification will tend to act in concert in order to protect or enhance 
their shared identity (Bloom, 1 990: 53). 

ldentification theory appears germane to this study. That is, a large proportion of 

protestors defined their activism in terms of protecting their attachment to place 

which many characterised in terms of their sense of cultural identity and motherland. 

Bloom's theory is designed to address national identity and patterns of mass 

mobilisation under national threat. For the Garhwal or Uttarakhand context, this 



theory also offers considerable explanatory potential. As the Uttarakhand 

movement strives for separate statehood and demonstrates considerable 

cohesiveness, some evidence suggests the people of the Uttarakhand region are 

striving to protect and maintain a common identity in the face of perceived threats. 

One threat is obviously the Tehri dam project. More generally, the transition 

to modernity threatens Garhwali culture and their sense of identity. The 'catch up' 

myth of development affecting much of the Third world has encouraged many 

relatively poorer nations such as lndia to adopt Western notions of progress and 

aggressively adopt modernization. This rapid introduction of Western modes of 

capitalism and industrialization is evident as Asian economies develop strong 

technology industries and quickly adapt to the global economy through liberalized 

international trade policies. Unfortunately, many countries have not realized the 

expected results of this rapid modernization. Instead, as countries continue to 

accept and implement these changes, unanticipated outcomes in the Third world 

include increased poverty, wealth disparity and environmental and social decay 

(Korten, 1 990; 1 995). 

Both the speed with which such changes are occurring and the negative 

effects associated with these changes have stimulated considerable resistance. In 

Garhwal, this resistance has occurred in the form of social movements like 

Uttarakhand, Chipko and fehn protests to protect resources, traditional subsistence 

rights and ultimately identity. The analogy depicting Garhwal as the Third world of 

lndia reflects Gathwali attitudes about outsiders and the perception that powerful 

industrialists are exploiting Garhwal. In this sense, Garhwalis see the urban elite 

as exploiting the natural and human resources in distant regions such as 

Uttarakhand to concentrate their own power and wealth. Members of the 

Utta rakhand movement have reacted by taking a more proactive approach toward 

establishing greater local control and management of resources. This movement 

represents an attempt by locals to take back control of their lives and define 

progress in terms of their own needs and cultural identity. In this way, they hope to 



protect important elements of their identity while still facilitating progress in their own 

terms. 

We can see the Tehri dam protest in a similar light. The protestors frame 

their subsistence concerns as part of a more general motivation toward maintaining 

their sense of identity in Gahwal. From this perspective, Garhwalis perceive the 

imposition of major energy projects, commercial exploitation of natural resources, 

industrialization and road construction as thieats to their culture and way of life. 

However. not all Garhwalis feel threatened by these developments. The evidence 

shows some Garhwalis support construction of the dam and. more generally, 

development in the region. These differences reflect a shared but evolving sense 

of identity. That is, in Garhwal, cultural meanings are being negotiated. Most 

apparent in this research, these negotiations include the environmental changes in 

the region, changing definitions of the self and the environment and how they 

conceive of the human-environment relationship. 

For the more traditional rural subsistence producers, the relocation effectively 

destroys the foundation of their self definition, their person-place connection. 

Conversely, the younger, urban respondents are well integrated into the moneyed 

economy, or are eager to be more involved in the modernization process. The 

findings indicate that the identity of these respondents, is not as strongly related to 

their physical location. Therefore, the relocation does not threaten their identity, but 

in a sense reaffirms it and their hope for the future. For supporters, the dam 

represents progress and an important step for the region and the country towards 

modernity. Supporters and dam builders define the dam project in terms of the 

benefits it will provide the region and India in general. On the other hand protestors 

define the dam as a threat to their sense of self and their sociocultural identity. As 

we can see, the Garhwalis are negotiating their shared identity as it evolves and 

adapts to social and cultural changes emerging in the region. The protestors are 

attempting to maintain their sense of identity and connection to their physical place 

as subsistence producers. Conversely, those who are more well integrated into the 



moneyed economy have shifted their identity to fit the modernizing trends rather 

than define themselves in terms of a physical place. 

Women's sense of identity is strongly related to their work and gender roles 

which are intimately connected to the natural environment. The dam threatens 

them on multiple levels: their sense of personal security, stock of social capital, 

economic security, their personal and cultural identity. This research study 

suggests that women's identity may be more strongly tied to the natural environment 

and physical place than men's identity. Women's identity is more intertwined with 

their gender roles and responsibilities, cultural views of women's closer connection 

to nature than mens' and the overwhelming proportion of women protestors who 

described their activism in terms of their connection to place. From this perspective. 

the Tehri dam represents yet another example of the destructive capacity of 

development which is defined primarily in terms of unlimited economic growth. This 

study's data clearly shows the impact of this destructiveness upon women. 

However, it is not only women who are negatively impacted due to the Tehri 

dam. The Tehri dam project forces all Garhwalis who define themselves in terms 

of their land, social relations and physically based cultural heritage to rebuild their 

sense of identity independent of their 'motherland'. It forces rural subsisters to 

secure employment, adapt to a new culture and enter more fully into the moneyed 

economy. The dam project helps erode the interdependent human-nature 

relationship expressed by many Garhwalis and replaces it with a view of nature as 

a resource. Just as Sherry Ortner claims that women are universally subordinated 

due to their association with nature, cultural groups who identify with their place are 

similarly oppressed. Like women in patriarchy, the growth oriented, capitalist 

system which views the environment in economic terms is subsuming and 

oppressing cultural groups who conceive of a physical and spiritual 

interdependence with the environment. 

Identification theory raises several important issues about the Tehri dam 

protest. First, the Tehri dam protest represents a confrontation of two very different 

world views and definitions of the situation. The peasants of Tehri Garhwal actively 



seek to protect their subsistence way of life and their sense of identity which is 

intimately connected to their physical place. They consider the land, earth and river 

to be their mother. They describe the trees as their children. They consider their 

identity to be largely defined in terms of their physical place. Conversely, 

proponents of the dam see the Tehri area in terms of the natural resources 

available for exploitation, including hydro-electric energy, timber and irrigation water. 

In this negotiation, the government and industrialists building the dam hold the 

power. Those in power are destroying the sustainable approach of these 

subsistence producers to make way for the growth-oriented vision of modernity. 

Each group defines the situation based on how it relates to the natural 

environment. While subsistence producers consider themselves interdependent 

and a part of the ecosystem, industrial developers view the environment as a 

resource to control and exploit. These two divergent views of the natural 

environment and humans' relationship to it reveal issues at the heart of the 

environmental crisis and problems with growth-oriented development. 

The Tehri protest highlights the need to consider both its environmental 

impact and, more importantly, its social impact. Physical location remains a 

fundamental aspect of the Garhwali sense of identity. The planning and 

implementation of the Tehri Dam project clearly either overlooked or ignored the 

importance of this place attachment. As the project continues, not only are village 

families being relocated to several different regions, but many others remain in a 

state of ambiguity which creates considerable anxiety. The THDC has not supplied 

land titles for the relocation sites. Even after people have lost their land in Tehri, 

they still have no land to move to. Although many persons have received partial 

compensation for their land and homes, they continue to wait, often for years, for 

the final payments. These policies leave people h a state of insecurity and anxiety 

and demonstrate complete disregard for their lives and well-being. 

Recognized as the birthplace of many of the world's religions, India has long 

been considered a spiritual centre. Tehri itself lies at the heart of some of the most 

religiously significant and ancient Hindu pilgrimages. These places will soon be 



submerged. India's Minister of Power, N. K. P. Salve eloquently expresses the 

modem approach in a letter of support for the dam, 

"I wish all success to the management and employees of THDC for their 
untiring efforts in building modem temples of lndia. which will further 
accelerate the industrial and economic growth of the nation." (emphasis 
added)(Salve in Tehri Hydro Dam Corporation, 1995: 2) 

However, this modem religion of economic growth and industrialization 

demonstrates little or no concern for social well-being. This reflects poorly upon the 

values of a society which supports such development. The misguided religious 

fervour of the powerful elite of lndia seem to pray to the altar of Modernization, 

which in lndia appears to be the God of Exploitation. 

This dam project may serve as a symbol of the destructive capacity of 

development when it is defined as unlimited growth. The evidence against such 

Top-down, growth-oriented development which ignores the human context clearly 

seems doomed to result in social, cultural and environmental destruction. The 

various resistance movements continue to negotiate their sociocultural situation in 

an attempt to protect their sense of identity and way of life and to exercise greater 

control over their own destiny. Encouraged by social movements like the Tehri dam 

protest, we can hope that the modernizing forces in the Third World may begin to 

attend to the environmental and social crises of such growth-oriented development. 

Finally, this situation highlights the importance of sustainable and participatory 

approaches to development. These approaches address ecological and 

sociocultural sustainability. These approaches also support the ongoing negotiation 

of shared identity reflecting both roots in tradition as well as the path toward 

modernity. 



CHAPTER NINE: CONCLUSJON 

Although the research findings did not support the two cultural ecofemhist 

propositions, this perspective adds an important voice to the continued discourse 

on development. By highlighting the destructive force of patriarchal epistemologies 

and asking fundamental questions regarding the motives and assumptions of 

development, ecofeminism forces awareness, further questioning and rethinking of 

the predominant unlimited growth model of development. 

This research emphasizes the social impact of development defined by 

unlimited economic growth. More than the environmental decay and economic 

losses associated with the dam and people's displacement, this major development 

project threatens to destroy the shared identity of a cultural group. When 

institutions plan and implement major development projects which affect the natural 

environment, they must take into account the relationship between that environment 

and the affected people. The cultural definitions of a situation include inhabitants' 

relationship with and concepts of the natural environment. Groups like those of 

Garhwal have an interdependent relationship with the environment, depend upon 

nature for their subsistence and conceive of the world and nature in more spiritual 

ways. A stable and secure sense of personal and cultural identity is an important 

element of individual well-being. For cultural and social sustainability directly and 

ecological sustainability indirectly, understanding the human-environment 

relationship is a necessity. 

Any analysis of the interrelationship among environmental relations, natural 

resource management and environmental change impacts must take into account 

cultural conceptions of the natural environment. In particular a cultural definition of 

nature is an important foundation of self definitions. Change to the physical 

environment threatens the identity of the cultural group and their members. This 

threat is particularly relevant for the Asian situation where the rapid introduction of 

modernization, the capitalist system and changing value systems have created and 

marginalized poorer segments of society. 



The push toward modernization and economic development threatens not 

only women who are the primary rural subsisters, but for all those groups who 

identify with their physical place. As governments and transnational corporations 

continue to co-opt land and environmental resources the threats to these groups are 

many. Recent indications that Uttarakhand may soon be recognized as a separate 

state offers some hope. Perhaps as the people of Garhwal begin to tzke back 

political control of their land and their destiny. they may also take back and maintain 

the roots of their identity. 



APPENDIX A 

Questions for Structured Interview Format 

SECTION A 

What is your age? 

Are you male or female? 

Are you married? 

Where do you live most of the time? Where does your spouse live most of 

the time? 

Is this your maternal village/town? 

If not, in your maternal home were you involved in field or jungle work? 

Do you have any children? If yes, what are their ages? 

What work do you do mainly? Can you please describe it: how many 

hourslday? where do you work? is it seasonal? 

Can you please describe what work your spouse does? 

What level of education have you attained? Your spouses level of 

education? 

What level of education have your children attained? 

SECTION 6 

For the following questions, please think about nature and why it is important to you. 

There are no right or wrong answers, I am only interested in your feelings and 

thoughts, please say whatever you think. 

1. Is the Ganga important to you personally? 

2. How do you feel about the river Ganga? 

3. Where do you get your water from? 

4. What is the condlion of the local water sources? Has this changed since 

you've lived here? If so how? 

5. Do you worship the Ganga? Why or why not? 

6. Are the trees and forests important to you personally? If yes why? 
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How do you feel about the trees and forests? 

What is the condition of local forests? How has this changed while you have 

lived here? 

Do you plant trees? Why or why not? 

What fuel do you use for cooking? (If wood) Where do you get it? (If Jungle) 

Do you like going to the jungle? Why or why not? What kind of trees do you 

cut? 

Do you pray to the peepul tree? Why or why not? 

Is the land and soil important to you personally? Why or why not? 

How do you feel about the land and soil? 

Are the Himalayas important to you personally? If yes, why? 

How do you feel about the mountains or the Himalayas? 

Is nature important to you personally? If yes why? How do you feel about 

nature? 

How does your spouse feel about nature? 

Who cares for nature? (forests, rivers, land, air ...) 

Who destroys nature? 

What do you do when someone else is cutting a green or fruit tree? 

How do you feel when someone else is cutting a green or fruit tree? 

Do you have animalsAivestock? Who cares for them? 

Where do humans get their power from? 

Who is closest to nature? 

SECTION C 

1. Do you support or oppose the Tehri dam? 

If Oppose, 

2. Why do you oppose the dam? Of all the reasons listed, which is the most 

important reason for opposing the dam? 

3. What is the greatest harm or damage caused by the Tehri dam? 

4. Did you take part in the Tehri dam protest? 



5. What did you hope to achieve by taking part in the protest? 

6. Do you feel that your participation in the movement made a difference? 

7. What impact do you think the Anti-Tehri dam movement is having on the 

construction of the dam? 

If Support, 

8. What are the benefits of the Tehri dam? 

9. What will be the greatest benefit of the Tehri dam? 

For all, 

10. Have you received any compensation yet? 

a) are you satisfied with the amount you received? 

b) will you leave this place happily? 

SECTION D 

1. What does the Mother Ganga think of the dam? 

2. How does the Tehri Hydro Development Corporation feel about nature? 

3. Do you have anything you would like to say? 
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