
Working Childhoods

Working Childhoods draws upon research in the Indian Himalayas to provide
a theoretically informed account of children’s lives in a remote part of
the world. The book shows that children in their pre-teens and teens are
lynchpins of the rural economy, spending hours each day herding cattle,
collecting leaves and juggling household tasks with schoolwork. Through
documenting in painstaking detail children’s stories, songs, friendships, fears
and tribulations, the book offers a powerful account of youth agency and
young people’s rich relationship with the natural world. The ‘environment’
emerges not only as a crucial economic resource but also as a basis for
developing gendered ideas of self. This book is essential reading for anyone
interested in better understanding childhood, youth, the environment,
and development within and beyond India – including anthropologists,
sociologists, geographers, development studies scholars and south Asianists.
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Preface

As I write, the central Himalayas area is struggling with the worst floods for
nearly a century, a natural disaster that some have termed the ‘Himalayan
tsunami’. The village featured in this book is located right in the heart of the
monsoon devastation, in the Indian state of Uttarakhand. Thankfully, it sits on
a mountain ridge high above the swollen rivers, and remains relatively safe.
While some villagers have had property damaged and lost the livestock on
which they depend, the basic infrastructure remains intact, and no human lives
have been taken. Other villages have, tragically, fared much worse. The flooding
is a reminder of the difficult and sometimes catastrophic events that characterise
life in Uttarakhand. People in the ‘high Himalayas’ (above about 2,500 feet),
and those living away from the main road network, face particularly intense
struggles to maintain their farms, raise families and adapt to environmental
change.

This book explores the lives of some of these people. I focus particularly
on a group who have been routinely ignored in research in India: children,
especially those aged between about ten and eighteen. I argue that children
and youth are central to the rural economy in the high Himalayas, drawing on
fifteen months of research conducted in 2003 and 2004 in a village that I call
Bemni. (All names of places and people in this book are pseudonyms, with the
exception of place names of larger settlements.) I examine the everyday lives of
these children, which differ so hugely from those of young people in most parts
of Europe or North America. Children as young as ten in Bemni spend many
hours each day washing dishes, fetching water, herding cattle or collecting
wood, often in forests far from home. These children are now increasingly
going to school, but have to juggle their education with a range of household
work. I lived and worked alongside these children, trudging up and down the
mountains, lugging backloads of leaf litter or winter hay or getting blistered
hands weeding fields of potatoes. We also had lots of fun. We made impromptu
picnics from freshly fallen snow, foraged for wild strawberries, played games
in the meadows and fooled around in the forest.

This is a fine-grained ethnography that tells a set of stories about what
children in a remote part of the world were doing at a particular point in time.

xiii
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xiv Preface

Through these stories, though, the book asks a number of questions that have
much broader implications for understanding the lives of young people. What
do children think about their work? And what does their work tell us about
children’s social practices, and the ways in which life is rendered meaningful?
And what do these social practices reveal about their place in, and relationship
to, their environment? I pay particular attention to children of different ages and
caste, and explore the social differences between boys and girls. In addressing
these compelling and previously unasked questions, I offer new perspectives
on young people’s agency, the social meaning of work and the role of the
environment in people’s everyday lives.

The book will, I hope, interest those working with children and youth in
any part of the world, as well as general scholars of south Asia. It speaks, too,
to scholars exploring the relationship between people and their environment.
It is a book that is hopeful about young people’s resourcefulness but that also
chronicles stories of poverty and hardship. Risks and fears, such as those elicited
by the recent floods, are part of daily life.

As is often the case in academic writing, this book has been ten years in the
making, and over that time I have accumulated enormous debts. The people of
Bemni village have been immeasurably kind, and I am hugely grateful. On my
first day in Bemni, when I explained that I was visiting several villages in my
search for an appropriate field site, Saka simply laughed and said, ‘Well, go
and look at the other villages, but of course this is the best village for you.’ She
was right, and, just as I was that day, I am repeatedly astonished and humbled
by the willingness of friends in Bemni to open their lives to me. They have
so generously shared their time and knowledge, their houses and food, their
hopes, sorrows and love. It is difficult to express how keenly I appreciate this
privilege. In recent trips, people have rightly asked what has come out of that
first period of fieldwork. I hope this book goes some way to reassuring them
that there is some point to my endless wondering and questioning.

In particular, I am indebted to tai-ji and tao-ji, to Vinod, Hema, Mukesh
and his wife Purnima, and to Saka, for welcoming me into their lives and their
home, and for sharing the delights and cruelties of life in Bemni. I am honoured
to consider them my extended family. I give heartfelt thanks to the children and
young people with whom I worked for their patience, for guiding me gently
into their worlds, for watching over me, for making me laugh and for only
rarely complaining about my relentless pestering. Huge thanks especially go
to my key informants: Ashish, Basanti, Bina, Devendre, Diraj, Janki, (the late)
Papita, Parwati, Prema, Manoj, Mehendre, Rakesh, Saka, Sanjay, Sarita and
their parents. I remember with fondness and gratitude the late sarpanch-ji for
his help and support, and for being both an inspiring leader and father. I am
grateful to the last three pradhans, and to the current sarpanch, for their kind
permission for me to work in Bemni.
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Preface xv

There are many others I could name – friends and neighbours, young and
old – whom it has been such joy to know and who have given so much. I thank
them all. I continue to work in Bemni and have been back several times since
my arrival in early 2003. Now, villagers joke that it is my mainka, my natal
home, and that there is little wonder that I still weep every time I say goodbye,
just as a newlywed daughter does. I hope I will have cause to weep for several
years to come.

My research assistant in 2003/4, Anita, became a dear friend; my time in
Bemni and this book would have been very different without her. I am extremely
grateful. I appreciate, too, the kindness and trust of Anita’s family.

In Ghat, I thank Bhatt-ji and his family, Sukvir Bhai and Hoshiyar Bhai. I
am grateful to a number of people in Gopeshwar: the district magistrate and
the superintendent of police for granting me permission to work in Chamoli
district, Tomar-ji (and his family) for being the most caring neighbour, friend
and guide, and Shri P. B. Kandauri and his wife. Everyone at the Himalayan
Society for Alternative Development was exceptionally kind, unremittingly
picking up the pieces during my trips to Gopeshwar. Special thanks go to Dr
Pundir, Omar Shankar Bhist, Hemla, Geet, Gita, Rekha, Sudha and Surendra.
For their expert advice, I am grateful to Ramesh Pahari, Chandi Prasad Bhatt,
Bhopal Singh and Bharat Singh, and, in particular, to Sudarshan Kathait and
Om Prakash Bhatt for pointing me towards Bemni. I thank the district judge
and his family for their hospitality. A number of shopkeepers regularly went
out of their way to help and welcome me. Finally, I remember and pay my
respects to Kamla.

In Mussoorie, I am grateful to Anuradha and Pawan Gupta (and others at
Sidh), for their inspiration, wisdom and cosy home, and to Darab Nagarwala
and Yusuf. In Dehra Dun, I appreciate the advice of Hem Gairola, and to Adarsh
Kaushal and all at the Rural Litigation and Entitlement Kendra for taking care
of me and encouraging me along the way. Shomie and the late Pheroza Das
provided a real haven, of which I have such fond memories. In New Delhi, I am
grateful to those at the Institute of Economic Growth (IEG) for my affiliation,
particularly Professor Kanchan Chopra and Dr Sushil Sen, and to Anna Lake
for making me so welcome in her home in Delhi.

The fieldwork in 2003/4 was conducted while I was a doctoral student at the
University of Cambridge. I am very grateful to my supervisor, Bhaskar Vira,
for all his advice and support, and to my examiners, Elizabeth Watson and
Jens Lerche, for their insightful comments. The book has developed in many
ways since that thesis, morphing as I moved from Cambridge, to the University
of Washington, and then to the University of Oxford. It has benefited from
a decade of comments by and discussions with a number of friends and col-
leagues. Many thanks go to Bina Agarwal, Ann Anagnost, Andrea Arai, Amita
Baviskar, Tim Bayliss-Smith, Heather Plumridge Bedi, Jo Boyden, David Butz,
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xvi Preface

Ashwini Chattre, Moushimi Chaudhury, David Citrin, Isobel Clark-Deces, Pur-
namita Dasgupta, Ritwick Dutta, Anthony Dyson, Rowan Ellis, Peggy Froerer,
Liz Gagen, David Gellner, Ann Gold, Ramachandra Guha, Danny Hoffman,
Dhana Hughes, Tim Ingold, Alex Jeffrey, Craig Jeffrey, Patricia Jeffery, Roger
Jeffery, Krishna Kumar, Heather Lovell, Francesca Marchetti, Emma Mawd-
sley, Linda McDowell, David Mills, Brian Milne, Ginny Morrow, Shekhar
Pathak, Chris Philo, Sam Punch, Priti Ramamurty, Haripriya Rangan, Esther
Rootham, Sahar Romani, Mitch Rose, Vasant Sabarwal, Sushil Saigal, ‘Shivi’
Shivaramakrishnan, Jonathan Spencer, Wynet Smith, Janet Sturgeon, Nandini
Sundar, Kathryn Tanner, Rajesh Thandani, Sudha Vasan, Henrik Vigh, Susan
Wadley, Philippa Williams, Anand Yang and Steven Young. I thank the many
students in several different classes at the Universities of Washington and
Oxford who have helped form my ideas. Thanks are due to Phil Bartie and
Phillip Stickler for their lending their expertise to my GIS mapping, and to
Aisla Allen for her assistance with the photographs.

Different parts of the manuscript have benefited from participants’ comments
at conferences held by the Association of American Geographers in Denver
(2005), Chicago (2006) and Seattle (2011), the Association for Asian Studies in
San Francisco (2006), the International Association for the Study of Common
Property in Oaxaca, Mexico (2004), and the Center for South Asia at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin–Madison (2005), and at seminars held by the IEG in New
Delhi (2004), the Department of Geography at the University of Cambridge
(2004), the London School of Economics and Political Science (2004), the
Department of Anthropology at Brunel University (2005), the Center for South
Asia Studies at the University of California–Berkeley (2006), the Department
of Geography at the University of Washington (2006), the University of Oxford
(2009), the Department of Anthropology at Princeton University (2011) and the
Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) in its ‘Childhood’ series at the
University of Edinburgh (2011). An earlier version of Chapter 5 appeared in my
article in Annals of the Association of American Geographers 98 (1), 160–79.
Parts of Chapter 6 are revised versions of my article in American Ethnologist
37 (3), 482–98. Sections from Chapters 4, 5 and 6 have also appeared, in other
guises, in my chapters ‘Saka’, in Telling Young Lives: Portraits of Global Youth
(Jeffrey and Dyson 2008), and ‘Respite and rupees’, in Childhoods in South
Asia (Behera 2007).

I was privileged to hold a studentship from the ESRC and the Natural Envi-
ronment Research Council from 2001 to 2005, and am grateful to the following
for funding aspects of the research and writing: the John Fell Fund, the Smuts
Memorial Fund, St John’s College Cambridge, the Suzy Paine Prize, the Phillip
Lake Trust, the William Vaughan Lewis Fund and the Isaac Newton Trust. I
thank the government of India, for granting me permission to conduct the
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Preface xvii

research, and the IEG, for my affiliation between September 2003 and April
2004.

At Cambridge University Press, I am very grateful to Andrew Winnard for
believing in this project and for making it happen, and to Helena Dowson,
Emma Walker and Mike Richardson for their efficient help and support.

Finally, I am very appreciative of my family. My parents have, as always,
been unfailingly supportive throughout the several research trips and writing.
I am so grateful to Florence and Finn for both their alacrity and their patience
during their early introduction to ethnographic fieldwork. And, most of all, my
thanks go to Craig, without whom none of this would have happened, and who,
with kindness and love, has been there every step of the way.
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