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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the case of a rural community in the Indian Himalaya persisting 
with cardamom monocropping in the wake of crop disease and blight. Stimulated by the 
substantial returns that cardamom cultivation can bring, and constrained by debt 
relations, cultivators have weathered pathogenic shocks, only to find themselves facing 
uncertainty, precarity and curtailed aspirations.

The thesis explores the dilemmas of these uncommon rural subjects, whose entanglement 
in global cash crop markets has brought prosperity and instability. It challenges the 
assumptions that smallholders will seek to prioritise risk-mitigation over uncertain 
advancement and that ecological and agricultural crises produce greater economic 
diversification. The uneven realization of decades of economic growth in India, 
combined with the prejudice and marginalisation that Himalayan subjects face, means 
that farming still offers a comparably better livelihood for many individuals. Examining 
the conditions of households faced with little alternative but to persist with attenuated 
cultivation, I ask how people come to an accommodation with an agrarian landscape 
beset with poisons and pathogens.

In this community on the Indo-Bhutanese border, labour relations and interspecies 
entanglements are characterised by ambivalence, neglect and uncertainty, as human and 
non-human actors choose alternatively to cooperate or withdraw from human projects. 
New poisons – manufactured alcohol and imported foodstuffs – have reshaped village 
sociality, and have come to serve as lenses through which interlocutors discuss the 
vulnerability that has arisen with market engagement.

Foregrounding the material and affective relationships that cultivators hold with their 
crops and the pathogens that predate them, the thesis shows how human lives and 
livelihoods are entangled with forms of non-human agency. The thesis locates cultivators 
and their crops within the emerging discourse of the Anthropocene, showing how 
complex interrelations of human and non-human forces come together in plantation 
ecologies and global commodity markets in an era of ecological change.
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GLOSSARY OF SELECTED NEPALI TERMS

Throughout the text I have tried to prioritise the reproduction of terms and 
quotes in English, as opposed to in Nepali or other languages spoken in 
Kalimpong District. Where English alone has been unsatisfactory in conveying 
fact, mood, or manner of speech, I have transliterated spoken Nepali into Roman 
script. In certain places where written Nepali has been reproduced, I have 
additionally given the original text in Devanagari, either directly beneath the text 
or as a footnote.

The Nepali spoken in Kalimpong District differs quite substantially from that 
spoken in Nepal, containing a different accent and syntax and having absorbed 
many Bengali, Hindi and Tibetan loan words. I have tried to reproduce this 
dialect as clearly and accurately as possible, to give some feel for the flow of 
everyday speech. Diacritical markers, when used, do not always align with their 
standard usage elsewhere. I have given priority to the way words sound rather 
than to the conventions of orthography. In places, where words and phrases from 
other languages are introduced, these are marked with a letter to denote that 
language (e.g. "N" for Nepali, or "R" for the Rai language). The glossary below is 
intended as an aid for the reader.

adivasi aboriginal or first settler. Now commonly 
used to refer to India's tribal peoples

alaichi cardamom
aloo chop a snack made of fried potato and spices
āusadi medicine
bilaiti British
bandh road blockade often deployed as part of a 

political strike
basti neighbourhood or remote settlement
bastiko implying backwardness; "of the village"
bhai younger brother
bharlang the variety of cardamom most commonly 

cultivated in Moro-Manga
bijua shaman (Rai)
bōksividyā witchcraft (often shortened to "boksi")
bongthing shaman (Lepcha)
chai tea
chang a cloudy beer brewed from rice or millet
dai older brother
daju older brother
dāl lentils
desi of Indian origin; "of the land"
dhaba roadside restaurant



godown a warehouse
jhalmuri a Bengali street snack made of puffed rice, 

spices and vegetables
janajati a general term in Nepal denoting 

primitive ethnic groups
jati subcaste
jungli doctor traditional healer
khāpat poisoning
khukuri a type of machete, a symbol of Nepali 

culture
luirey leaf blight (Colletotrichum gloeosporioides)
madesh the plains (of India)
madeshi a person from the plains
mann 40kg
mela festival
neta leader (political)
pahār the hills (Himalayas)
pahāri a person from the hills
paisa money
panchayat village council
raksi a strong distilled spirit made from millet
sabji vegetables
samiti tribal committee or council
sarkar state
sarkari naukari government employment
tongba a millet-based alcoholic drink originating 

in the hills of eastern Nepal
topi hat made from hand-spun Dhaka cotton, 

part of Nepali male national dress
visa poison

A NOTE ON PARENTHESIS

Throughout this thesis, I have kept to the convention of marking quotations from 
academic texts with single quotation marks and the reported speech of my interlocutors 
with double quotation marks.



Then a strange blight crept over the area and everything began to change. Some 
evil spell had settled on the community…

–– Rachel Carson, Silent Spring

Poison is drunk out of gold
–– Seneca the Younger, Thyestes
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INTRODUCTION

I was first drawn to Moro-Manga because of the reputation it held in the eastern Himalaya. It 
seemed that whenever I mentioned the village to someone they soon advised that it would be 
better for me to conduct my research somewhere else. In Darjeeling and Kalimpong towns, 
people spoke of the village and its outlying hamlets as a place where individuals had seen a rapid 
increase in their wealth through engagement with commercial cardamom farming. Residents 
were said to be unfriendly towards outsiders, and to practice arcane rituals aimed at securing their 
wealth. In their transition to commercial agriculture, the people of Moro-Manga were said to 
have “lost their culture” and now recalled little of their tribal histories or languages.

All of this was thought to be uninteresting for an anthropologist, but such issues immediately 
stood out as fruitful research topics. That immersion in cash-crop markets had effected such deep 
social and cultural transformations recalled anthropological accounts of indigenous engagement 
with money and markets, and the social and cultural transformations that arose in their wake 
(Nash 1979; Taussig 1980; High 2017). More immediately, the picture of Moro-Manga painted 
by people in the region stood in contrast to the broader political and cultural landscape of the 
eastern Indian Himalaya. In recent decades, Darjeeling and Kalimpong districts had become 
increasingly dominated by an escalating form of ethnopolitics, as the region’s multicultural 
governance stimulated people to seek rights and recognition from the state on the basis of their 
tribal identity (Middleton 2015). The descriptions people gave of Moro-Manga’s burgeoning 
wealth and modernity, grounded in an engagement with global commodity markets, offered an 
interesting contrast to these ethnopolitical struggles.

Only later did I come to learn that these accounts were long out-of-date, and that the present 
condition of the cardamom industry in the eastern Himalayas was radically different to that 
which had existed in previous decades. Beginning in the summer of 1998, the increased wealth 
and social progression made possible by cardamom cultivation began to be annulled by waves of 
crop disease. These floral pathogens upturned lives and reshaped the region’s social and economic 
structures. Aspirations were curtailed, and lives became marked by precarity, insecurity and a 
sense of suspension. While cardamom still presented smallholders with the possibility of financial 
betterment, an absence of crop rotation and other practices of disease control meant that blighted 
and failed harvests were now regular features of agrarian lives. This commodity, which had once 
offered farmers in the South Asian Himalaya unparalleled opportunities to improve their lives, 
had been transformed into an uncertain gamble.

What set this region apart, then, was not a confrontation with the emergence of market 
relations –– Moro-Manga smallholders had been increasingly embedded in the market for the 
latter half of the twentieth century, and were aware of its pitfalls and possibilities –– but rather an 
ongoing accommodation with a state of agrarian precarity that had arisen as market-oriented 
cultivation had failed. Viral pathogens had brought disruption to the conditions of cardamom 
production, presenting problems throughout the agricultural cycle and to the contracts that had 
been made with middlemen and buyers. Blight and disease had narrowed the possibilities for 
actors throughout the cardamom supply chain, curtailing human aspirations and refiguring social 
relations.

In Kalimpong district’s ‘smallholder slot’ –– the frontier opened up by the annexation of 
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Bhutanese territory at the end of the nineteenth century –– Moro-Manga’s cardamom farmers 
found themselves confronted by the ecological limits of aspiration (Peluso 2017; Pandian 2009). 
The environmental and social consequences of commercial monocropping had brought poisons 
(visa) that individuals were now forced to negotiate anew each year. Rather than being 
disconnected from the broader political struggles that were sweeping the region, as indigenous 
groups looked to the state for their uplift and betterment, Moro-Manga’s cultivators found that 
these social movements failed to understand their lives and problems. Drawing their support 
largely from the landless labour of the region’s tea plantations, these political endeavours had 
little to say on the behalf of smallholders who had seen their comparative betterment undercut by 
the rigidity of commercial monocropping and the attenuating force of crop disease.

This thesis is an account of smallholders persisting with cultivation in spite of the ecological 
precarity and economic uncertainty brought about by viral pathogens and poisons. Field research 
began almost two decades after disease and blight refigured the ecological and social conditions of 
life, when cultivators were still coming to terms with their straitened circumstances and the 
onerous debt relations that bound them to failing crops. The notions of virulence, poisoning, 
stagnation and continued aspiration that run as seams through this thesis are grounded in the 
discourses with which my interlocutors understood and explained their new circumstances. Their 
intimate undertandings foregrounded the fragility of market-oriented monocropping, a system 
that could bring both betterment and precarity, yet which often contrived to hold individuals 
and their aspirations in a state of suspension. Integral to these understandings were the 
relationships held with non-human actors –– crops, plants, pathogens and soils –– that played 
key roles in determining human aspirations and futures, often by refusing the roles that they had 
been assigned. 

My account tells the story of these relations and resonances as they emerge out of half a 
century of cardamom-driven wealth and development that opened up on the frontier carved out 
by the British imperial remaking of the eastern South Asian Himalaya. The region was forged in 
the crucible of population movements and state-making processes, and these phenomena 
continue to drive livelihoods and aspirations into and out of cardamom smallholdings, as other 
employment frontiers open up or are closed off. The legacy of migrant labour, and the region’s 
historical exclusion from the plantation system that dominated the eastern Indian Himalaya, 
were key to the creation of the resource frontier. The ecological crisis that has persisted since the 
dawn of the millennium has not broken this system of smallholder cultivation, but has rather 
been refracted through changing labour relations as families have taken up the challenge of 
persisting with commercial cultivation in a time of ecological instability. Grounded in the 
intimate experiences of cultivators from different backgrounds and classes of labour, this 
ethnographic study offers insights into wider issues: the transformations taking place to 
smallholder agriculture in the Himalaya; the place of Himalayan citizens in the Indian 
workplace; and the limits that ecological transformation and upheaval place upon agrarian lives.
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Khubidan’s story

“I came because of the cardamom”, he told me, “like we all did”. It was late July, seven months 
into my field research, and although Khubidan and I had met on several occasions by the 
roadside, this was our first long conversation. He was working a marginal plot on the edge of my 
hamlet, a steep climb up from the main road that connects the conjoined villages of Moro-
Manga and its dispersed hamlets. These settlements overlook the border of India and Bhutan 
and, to the south, the first miles of the vast Bengal plain.

As we sat in his bamboo kitchen, Khubidan prepared a pot of black tea, while his wife Maria 
and I exchanged small talk. After a day of heat and humidity that had promised rain, the clouds 
had still not broken and the air was close. Outside, beneath overcast skies, their two daughters 
played on a wooden verandah draped with clothes and bedsheets and scattered with children’s 
toys.

Khubidan had fathered relatively late in life — an inevitable consequence, he told me, of his 
itinerant youth. Now in his late forties, he was enjoying his role as the head of a settled family, a 
position which he viewed as somewhat unexpected. “It’s not easy for me to remember quite how 
I came to this point”, he told me, when I enquired as to how and why he settled in Moro-Manga.

It’s hard to remember details when you have always been roaming. I was born in Nepal and 
have been coming to this village since I was thirteen or fourteen, when I arrived with my 
brothers after a money crisis in my village. I was small then, and I don’t really recall how or 
for whom I worked. I think it was for a farmer who is now dead. In my twenties I worked for 
a short while as a trekking guide at Everest base camp. But I came back here after that and 
worked for Kurman-ji for more than twenty years...

Beginning in his teenage years, Khubidan had spent several summers in Moro-Manga, labouring 
as one of the many return migrants that arrived each year from eastern Nepal to bring in the 
substantial harvest in black cardamom (Amomum subulatum). Many of these men were fellow 
Kulung, an indigenous group from Nepal’s eastern hills. 

In 1998 the first of several waves of fungal blight severely curtailed production in Moro-
Manga’s cardamom fields, leaving even large and successful farmers in precarious or untenable 
positions. Almost all seasonal migrants quickly sought alternative labouring opportunities, many 
in the cardamom plantations that were just beginning to develop back in their home regions of 
eastern Nepal. Khubidan had decided to stay in Moro-Manga and put down roots. During the 
first few years of the cultivation crisis he had survived by taking on whatever labouring work was 
available. In our conversations he took pains to draw a picture of himself as a strong and valuable 
worker who had been well-prepared to take advantage of the sudden absence of labour that had 
followed the arrival of the blight. “For a labourer who can work as well as me, I can go 
anywhere”, he told me, “I can work for anyone!” Several years later, he began leasing a house and 
plot of cardamom land from Kurman Rai, one of the area’s largest landowners, under a 50/50 
sharecropping arrangement. When Kurman passed away a short time later, the land passed down 
to his son, who had emigrated to Hong Kong following his university studies in Kolkata. 
Preferring to oversee his inherited assets from abroad, the son only infrequently sent an employee 
to collect back rent; he was seemingly unaware of the continuing degradation of the crops, a 
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situation that was all-too apparent to Khubidan. “For fifteen years I have had responsibility for 
this land”, he told me, “and for the past seven its production has been going down.”

It has been decreasing constantly, do you not see? So I still do labouring work... I take 
contracts for wages, or take R10,000 or 15,000 to work someone else’s land for the year. If 
someone calls, I will have to go. My family always needs the money and these crops no 
longer provide it.

It was now a case of simply hanging on to the land he tended, hoping that the recent trend of 
favourable fluctutations in cardamom’s price would continue to mitigate the decline in its 
fertility. Although large landowners like Kurman and his son had escaped from cardamom’s 
ongoing stagnation by leveraging their capital into property and other business interests, smaller 
cultivators and sharecroppers had been faced with no option but to endure these hard times. 
Khubidan held no expectations of any future social mobility for his own family, all of whom were 
without the documentation that might afford them a basic level of economic security.

I don’t have identification — no job card, no Aadhaar¹ card — and so my children do not 
have it either. I stay here because I am by the roadside and I have land to stay on. For this 
reason, and because my children can go to school here as well, I stay. They have their friends 
in this school. After fifteen years, after all of the ups-and-downs, we must stay. The children 
will have to stay here and take care of this land. I know that they will probably always [have 
to] stay and do this farm work.

The land that he had taken on lease would in his expectation become the care of his children. It 
brought a decreasing return that had to be subsidised with other labour that Khubidan was at 
present capable of undertaking, and which he anticipated would also be part of his children’s 
inheritance. Fluctuations in cardamom’s price could mean the difference between a comfortable 
year or a time of scarcity. Compelled to purchase the seedlings and saplings they cultivated and 
the food they ate, Khubidan and Maria had found themselves entirely at the mercy of the 
market. In the absence of any labour exchange with other households, and without any support 
from the state, the only uncommoditised part of their social reproduction was the unpaid work 
that maintained their household.²

Further down the hillside, Anil and Yumkala’s condition was not so bearable. They were the 
only other Kulung family I knew in Moro-Manga who had remained in the area following the 
arrival of blight, and they had also taken a plot of land from Kurman’s son, albeit one far smaller 
than Khubidan’s. They tended three decimals of cardamom (around 160m²) for a tenant’s wage 
and supplemented their income by growing squash, which Yumkala sold by the side of the road. 
They were barely surviving on their income, and were contemplating leaving Moro-Manga. Their 

¹ An Aadhaar card is an identity document that allows residents and passport holders of India to benefit from 
subsidy, unemployment benefit and work schemes.
² As Olivia Harris and Kate Young make clear, the universality of women’s unpaid domestic labour precludes the 
complete commoditisation of household reproduction (Harris and Young 1981; see also Narotzky and Smith 2006; 
Li 2014).
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condition was still more fortunate than those who found themselves heavily indebted when 
blight first arrived, who found their livelihoods were no longer tenable, or saw their annual 
supply of wage work dry up as cardamom’s yields contracted. These people had long been forced 
out — compelled by ecology and economics to rebuild their lives elsewhere, tilling other lands or 
labouring in mines, brick kilns and quarries among the mass of India’s footloose labour.

Cultivation in a time of agricultural poison

Across the South Asian Himalaya, it is common to hear people speak of the problems that can 
arise when human bodies come into contact with toxic substances and polluted environments. 
Contaminated water and food, microplastics that can leach out of containers and other materials, 
heavy metals that can corrode the land: these concerns stand out as prominent parts of 
contemporary environmental and health discourse in South Asia (Pathak 2020). As David 
Arnold notes, poisons, chemicals and pollution are material and social objects that flow in and 
out of human social life. They exist within a social matrix that imbues them with culturally 
specific meanings, and which indexes the existential risks that they hold; their potential to bring 
ruin to human lives (Arnold 2016: 17).

A body of anthropological work has chronicled the presence of toxins and the threats posed 
by contaminated environments, highlighting how these substances interrelate with class, gender 
and labour (e.g. Fiske 2017; Shapiro 2015). In South Asia, there is a long tradition of 
foregrounding conceptions of human bodies as permeable or porous, unable to prevent the 
absorbtion of chemicals that exist within their surroundings (Marriott 1968; 1976). Connecting 
in places to broader notions of ritual purity and pollution in South Asian social life (Dumont 
1970; Bean 1981), these analyses have highlighted how contact with the environment is freighted 
with fears that toxic substances may come to harm bodies and change persons. While several 
counter arguments have made against the notion of the ‘relational’ character of South Asian 
persons (Ortner 1995; Spiro 1993), the embeddedness of human lives within their environments 
is an avenue of inquiry that maintains relevance in scholarship of the region. In Gauri Pathak’s 
recent writing, current popular concern in India over the presence of chemicals, toxins and 
pollutants in the environment shows how these tensions have become heightened in the 
ecological conditions of late modernity (Pathak 2020). They are part of a broader critique of the 
political, ecological and social failures of capitalist social and economic relations.

Non-human lives, too, are seen to suffer by the intrusion of environmental toxins, and in 
agrarian worlds, discourses of poisoning and toxicity often elide the agency and vulnerability of 
human and non-human life. In July 2019, journalist Vivek Chaudhary interviewed farmers in 
the village of Langroya, Punjab, at the heart of India’s ‘bread basket’. Amidst an apparent 
agricultural abundance, these cultivators of wheat, rice, sugarcane, mustard seed and maize 
detailed a surfeit of social, economic and ecological concerns: ‘withering land, chronic illnesses, 
water shortages and an opioid drug epidemic’ that were compounded by widespread 
indebtedness and the predatory practices of unofficial lenders (Chaudhary 2019). The blame for 
such social problems was laid at the feet of the poison (zeher) that appeared in multiple forms 
and brought about the degradation of both the environment and human bodies. “Our lives are 
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being destroyed”, the village head explained, “because of the contamination of the land and 
people.”

Similar narratives of poisoning, contamination and decline have long been a central part of 
India’s agrarian landscape. It is not by chance that Akhil Gupta’s Postcolonial Developments — his 
pioneering account of connections between global agricultural markets, rural development and 
agrarian change in the wake of the Green Revolution — opens with a vignette concerning the 
decline in the fertility of the soil and the corrosion of land resulting from an increase in chemical 
inputs. The conversation reported is one in which multiple codes are employed, as individuals 
reach to grapple with the transformation of their worlds and livelihoods. Gupta’s interlocutors 
seem to speak,

…in the “system” of indigenous agronomy in one instance and the “system” of bioscience in 
the next; explaining their farming decisions by recourse to a ‘blend of humoral agronomy; 
“scientific” theories; the politics of class, caste and gender; and prevailing discourses of 
development and the role of the state. (Gupta 1998: 5)

As Gupta stresses, such seemingly incommensurable and antithetical logics need to be taken 
seriously without stripping them of their messiness. As anthropologists know, ‘“difference” need 
not take the form of a “system” of otherness’; rather such hybridity is central to understanding 
the condition of postcoloniality wherein multiple and overlapping discourses are constitutive of 
“local” lives and meanings (Gupta 1998: 6). 

The discourses that my interlocutors drew upon to explain their present situation are ones 
that incorporated mythology; regional and national politics; development and modernity; 
religion and morality; and scientific understandings of environmental change. Understandings 
grounded in Christianity –– the religion of the overwhelming majority of my research 
companions –– were freighted with moral tensions. Many interlocutors explicitly stated that the 
Christian structures that they saw as governing moral self-regulation were somewhat separate 
from issues of agriculture, land, and livelihoods, which were overseen by other forces. More than 
one person asked whether I was concerned to investigate religion or politics (rajniti), suggesting 
that I should decide which of these two incommensurable worlds I was interested in learning 
about. Another discussant was more firm, when I raised a piece of Christian doctrine in a small 
group conversation about natural resources. “You need to understand it better”, he told me. 
“Religion and politics here are like two banks of a river... they never meet.” In his work among 
the Urapmin, Joel Robbins describes a comparable situation in which Christian ethics and 
theology stood apart from pre-Christian conceptions of society and nature. For the Urapmin, 
indigenous ideas about social structure often came into conflict with Christian notions of the 
moral person (Robbins 2004: 35). Similarly, Christian denomination played a role in shaping 
social practices in Moro-Manga (particularly in the realms of marriage and everyday 
commensality) in ways which often clashed with indigenous structures and conventions; yet there 
seemed to be little moral conflict between practices of cultivation and Christian understandings 
of how best one should live in relation to the land. Environmental phenomenology was grounded 
in understandings of the natural world that emerged from the fabric of environmental behaviour 
and experience, set apart from Christian doctrine and instruction (Seamon 1982). Contestations 
over resources were similarly said to be removed from the realm of belief and ritual practice; yet 
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they became entangled in these issues in sometimes explicit ways, when religious practitioners 
offered their own solutions to agricultural crisis, or made efforts to secure access to water and 
other agricultural inputs. 

In one sense, I have largely deferred to my interlocutors’ edict to remain on one bank of the 
river: there is no explicit section of this thesis addressing the place and meaning of Christian 
belief. Rather, Christian morality returns as a refrain throughout the thesis, part of the plural and 
multivocal speech that was central to my interlocutors’ assessments of their entanglements in 
broader economic, ecological and political forces.

Economic transformation, environmental change, and drives for cultural recognition are 
three distinct consequences of globalisation that have been recently theorised by Thomas Hylland 
Erikson as the key elements of global ‘overheating’. In Erikson’s reading, overheating is the 
condition that underpins our collective present, engendered by the instability and uncertainty 
that arises from the ‘accelerated change, connectedness, and […] uneven spread of 
modernity’ (2016: 3). Where my interlocutors spoke of their embeddedness in global markets, 
and of the changing agrarian conditions of the Himalayan region, their assessments highlighted a 
similar sense of an increased pace of life. “Globalisation”, “global change” and “climate change” 
were often elided, in an appraisal of contemporary processes of transformation that bridged the 
natural and social. Human agency was seen to act forcefully upon the natural world, which in 
turn encroached ever further into human affairs.

The one constant refrain throughout these evaluations was my interlocutors’ concerns about 
poisons (visa), which was as a central concern in human and non-human social life. In addition 
to the viral pathogens –– leaf blights, capsule rot and parasitic nematodes –– that my research 
companions spoke of as poisonous to cardamom (alaichiko visa), other substances and practices 
were said to corrode human bodies and futures, and to undermine social structure and sociality. 
Poisoned foodstuffs, imported from the Bengal plains, and strong manufactured alcohols from 
Bhutan and Sikkim, were said to have transformed village sociality –– these were some of the 
most detrimental effects of the increased cash supply that emerged alongside the transition to 
commercial farming. Malevolent ritual practices had also increased, as individuals sought to 
protect their wealth and harness the prosperity of other households.

The elision of poisoning, viruses, toxicity and disease is not novel: the concepts have a shared 
linguistic origin. The Latin “vīrus” originally referred to poison and noxious liquids; the Sanskrit 
“visa” originated from the same Indo-European base. The word retained this meaning until the 
middle of the 18th century when it bagan to be used to describe an agent causing infectious 
disease, more than a century before Dmitri Ivanovsky’s discovery of the infectious agents 
subsequently named. The association of poisons and wealth are similarly attested to in the 
multiple meanings of the Germanic gift, which since Old German denoted both a toxin and an 
object that is given. Poisons, illnesses, and the arrival of wealth are in many places seen to be held 
together in intimate relation. 

This theme of poisoned wealth and the dangers of toxicity runs through my interlocutors 
understandings of their lives and livelihoods. It reemerges in multiple places and in varied ways: 
in the fears of poisonous snakebite and the body of mythology that ties the gift of cardamom 
wealth to the potential for sickness and death; in fears of hospitality and commensality as 
channels through which poisoners can acquire wealth; in understandings of agricultural change as 
poisoning the fertility of the land; and in the colonial construction of the Himalayan region as a 
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site of (and refuge from) biological and environmental poisons and pathogens.
Discourses around poisoning served as one of the main channels through which my 

interlocutors articulated the myriad struggles inherent to agricultural production in 21st century 
India. In many areas of the subcontinent, the conditions that cultivators confront correspond to 
Barbara Harriss-White’s description of Indian agrarian society as a ‘rainfed agricultural dystopia’: 
‘an increasingly risk-beset, polarized and indebted agrarian capitalism dominated by micro-
production and its credit and exchange relations’ (Harriss-White 2008: 553). Engagement in 
global cardamom markets has seen Moro-Manga smallholders evade some of the more 
deleterious environmental and edaphological effects of the Green Revolution, particularly that of 
increased soil erosion and denudation in highland areas (see Rigg et al 2016; Pimental & 
Pimental 1990); yet risk indebtedness, and onerous debt and exchange relations remain an 
integral part of smallholders lives, issues that are compounded by the vulnerability of cardamom 
monocultures to predation by pests, parasites and pathogens. Monocultures, as James Scott 
recognises, are ‘more fragile and hence more vulnerable to the stress of disease and weather than 
polycultures’, and less able to both withstand and recover from the damage caused by pathogenic 
attacks (Scott 1998: 21). Where mixed cultivation can mitigate the effects of climatic or 
pathogenic shock –– affording the farmer a greater chance of seeing a significant proportion of 
her crops make it to market –– monocropping offers no such security. Cardamom farmers are 
entirely dependent upon the plant’s continuing health, and vulnerable to any downturn as a 
result of disease. The fungi, blight and parasitic nematodes that spread through the monoculture 
landscape can bring ruin. In the absence of these malevolent companions, black cardamom can 
return lucrative rewards.

Throughout the latter half of the twentieth century, the expanding cardamom industry in the 
South Asian Himalaya offered possibilities for advancement without parallel in any other 
agricultural endeavour. Cardamom, as David Gellner highlights, is the apex cash crop of the 
South Asian Himalaya: no other cultivatable product in the region can bring to a farmer such a 
‘serious accumulation of wealth in a relatively small number of years’ (Fitzpatrick 2011: xxi). 
Engagement in cardamom cultivation leads to an almost inevitable increase in wealth for a 
farmer, curtailed only by the arrival of the pests and pathogens common to the plant’s 
commercial production.

In the latter half of the twentieth century, the most prevalent parasites affecting cardamom 
plantations were chirkey (Katte disease or mosaic streak, from the family of Potyviridae) that 
presents bright green streaks on the leaves of cardamom and weakens the plant; phirkey (bushy 
dwarf virus, Idaeovirus), which severely curtails crop size; root nemotodes (mainly Meloidogyne 
spp.) that burrow into the base of the plant and cause dieback; rhizome rot (Rhizoctonia solani); 
and azhukal disease or capsule rot (Phytophthora) that instigates rotting and shedding of diseased 
leaves. Although these diseases have long presented the cardamom farmer with significant 
difficulties, the mystery fungus that arrived in the eastern Himalaya at the end of the 1990s 
brought an unexpected and catastrophic decline in cardamom production. It was only in 2011 
that scientists from the Indian Cardamom Research Institute positively identified the fungus as 
Colletotrichum gloeosporioides, a leaf blight that causes a powdery grey and white mould to spread 
over the surface of cardamom’s leaves during the monsoon, which later dry out, giving the 
impression that the plant has perhaps been burnt (Chaudhary 2015). Known in Moro-Manga as 
luirey, this blight has affected farmers across the entire eastern Himalayan cardamom growing 
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region. The spread of the plantation form of cardamom cultivation in the South Asian Himalaya 
has ensured that the spread of luirey has proceeded unchecked throughout the region, and its 
impact has been widespread. Almost every one of the main growing sites in Nepal, India and 
Bhutan have been affected by Colletotrichum gloeosporioides. Research from the Krishi Vigyan 
Kendra (KVK) agricultural extension centre in Sikkim suggests that the state has lost over half of 
its cultivatable cardamom land to luirey, which commonly remains in the soil for a decade, even 
after the removal of host plants (Chaudhary 2015).

There is a relative dearth of information concerning the impact of luirey upon the lives of 
farmers and the coping strategies deployed to mitigate its effects. What research has been 
undertaken highlights a fall in overall household income and a rise in food insecurity, increased 
diversification of agricultural production or total abandonment of cardamom (K.C. & Upreti 
2017), and an increased reliance upon both financial savings and stored grains (Gentle & 
Maraseni 2012). For farmers in Moro-Manga, its impact has upturned lives. The agrarian 
environment in which households made and maintained their livelihoods has been entirely 
remade by fungal pathogens, but an unwillingness or inability to diversify agricultural production 
has seen cultivators entangled with the pathogens that reside among their crops.

Enlightenment notions of species exceptionalism set the ground for the idea that human 
agency holds a particular capacity to effect ecological harm. The emergence of Colletotrichum 
gloeosporioides among the cardamom fields of Moro-Manga bears witness to the capacity of 
human agency to act as a catalyst, unlocking even greater forces which can only be responded to. 
In order to interrogate the ways in which smallholders have reoriented their lives and aspirations 
in response to the new environmental horizons of commercial cultivation, it is necessary to 
explore how the concept of the environment has been treated in anthropology and related 
disciplines, and in scholarly work, activism and everyday life in South Asia. 

Environmental understandings and perceptions in the Himalaya

Anthropological engagement with the environment has changed dramatically since the early 
history of the discipline, a period in which the term was generally taken to describe the 
surroundings in which human action was performed. This legacy of the word’s coinage by 
Thomas Carlyle –– a borrowing of the French environs as a means by which to express the 
German Umgebung –– the word evoked a sense of the sublime nature in which human action 
dwelt, and of man’s separation from it. This assertion of duality and separation came to 
predominate in contemporary academic discourse, and by the beginnings of modern 
anthropology in the nineteenth century ethnographic works were most often written with the 
assumption that the environment was simply a ‘site of, and container for, human action’ (West 
2020: 118). 

Several major exceptions are to be found among the ethnographic works of the early to mid-
twentieth century: Bronisław Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922) and E.E. 
Evans-Pritchard’s The Nuer (1940) notably placed questions of human-environment relations at 
the centre of their accounts. Both were foundational to the debates of the 1950s and 1960s that 
centred around Julian Steward’s concept of ‘cultural ecology’, which interrogated human 
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adaptation to social and physical environments. In the later half of the 20th century, ideas from 
cultural geography and landscape studies intermixed with anthropological understandings that 
highlighted human perception of the environment (Merleau-Ponty 1962). The poststructuralist 
and ethnographic turns of the 1980s brought feminist and postcolonial theory into dialogue with 
environmentally-engaged research in anthropology and human geography, emphasising the 
importance of power and knowledge in the construction of space and place (Lefebvre 1991; 
Harvey 1990; Soja 1989). Incorporating many of these trends, and research from biological and 
environmental sciences, the broad trans-discipline of political ecology assumed a central position 
during the 1970s and 1980s (Walker 2005; Peet & Watts 1996; Robbins 2011). 

The Himalayan region has played a central part in many of these academic developments, 
reflecting both scholarly and local concerns towards the region’s ecology and environment. On 
the ground, the Himalaya has been the site of a large number of pioneering environmental 
movements, most prominently the Chipko movement of the 1970s that emerged in Uttarakhand 
and featured the mass participation of female villagers in a struggle for forest conservation (Guha 
1989; Mawdsley 1998). Scholarly work on the region has seen significant attention paid to 
environmental concerns: many of the most prominent works to emerge from the early 
anthropology of the South Asian Himalaya emphasised the importance of environmental and 
ecological issues (Russell 1992). Three classic ethnographies in particular ––Christoph von Fürer-
Haimendorf ’s The Sherpas of Nepal (1964), Philippe Sagant’s Le Paysan limbu: sa maison et ses 
champs (1976) and Alan Macfarlane’s Resources and Population: a study of the Gurungs of Nepal 
(1976) –– all reserved space for lengthy consideration of the environment. 

Andrew Russell ascribed such an interest in the Himalayan environment to Malthusian 
predictions of imminent ecological catastrophe in the region, in the process noting the trend for 
researchers whose initial foci were more traditional anthropological subjects such as kinship and 
religion to later develop interests in environmental topics (Russell 1992: 55-6). In Himalayan 
perceptions (2004), Jack Ives made a similar argument, showing that from the 1970s onwards a 
myth of environmental degradation had come to characterise the Himalayan region, despite a 
lack of scientific research to support this narrative. This predominant fear of a looming 
biophysical disaster led to a neglect of regional social and political practices that were in fact 
causing greater ecological harm.

More recent academic work has paid critical attention to people’s perceptions of and 
relationships to their environments across the Himalayan region. Much research has worked to 
show how environments are engaged with through labour and play in ways shaped by gender, 
caste and class. Jane Dyson’s work with young people has shown how they engage with their 
environment through practices of work that involve their gendered identities, and how their 
perceptions and practices change in response to wider structural forces (Dyson 2008; 2015). Anja 
Wagner’s research with Gaddi pastoralists reveals similar dynamics of ecological engagement, 
showing how herders see themselves as but part of a larger, interlinked environment (Wagner 
2013; see also Axelby 2007). This thesis proceeds in a similar manner, foregrounding the intimate 
material and symbolic ways in which the environment of the Himalaya is engaged with through 
labour, leisure and play that are often bracketed by the strictures of age and gender. Situating 
these engagements in relation to environmental change poses questions as to how the interplay of 
human and non-human agency shapes ongoing transformations to interlinked natural and social 
worlds.
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Into the anthropocene

The diverse multidisciplinary ancestry précised above underpins multiple avenues of academic 
inquiry that are currently challenging the inheritance of post-Enlightenment nature/culture and 
human/non-human divides in environmental thought. In recent decades, environmentally-
focused disciplines have sought to ‘escape the dialectical vortex of nature–society relations and 
the environmental refrain of the “outside”’ (Whatmore 2002: 4; Wolfe 1998). Research in the 
humanities and social sciences has explored the harms and dangers that our current economy 
imposes upon the ecologies in which it is entangled (Irigaray & Marder 2016; Marder 2013), 
and stressed more broadly the inseparability of human and non-human agency (Latour 1993; 
Descola 2013; Escobar 2018). ‘More-than-human’ geographies have explored relations between 
landscape, nature and inhabitation (Hinchliffe 2003; Ingold 2011), opening up the 
environmental disciplines to the possibilities of hybridity and an ethics attentive to non-human 
worlds (Whatmore 2002). Within anthropology, movements such as the ontological turn 
(Descola 2013; Vivieros de Castro 2004; 2012), post-human and multi-species ethnographies 
(Kirksey and Helmreich 2010), the ‘plant turn’ (Sheridan 2016) and ‘anthropology beyond the 
human’ (Kohn 2013) have taken further strides towards a discipline that takes seriously the 
complicated interplay of social and ecological forces (Mitchell 2002). Revealing the multiple and 
intimate connections that exist between human and non-human worlds, scholars have made 
arguments that extend fundamental anthropological concepts such as kinship beyond the realm 
of the human (Descola 2005; Campbell 2008).

Increasingly, such inquiries are developing within a broader attention towards environmental 
and ecological concerns that has coalesced under the designation of the Anthropocene, which 
considers the impact of human activity so dominant as to constitute a new geological epoch. It is 
difficult for any scholar to remain abreast of the developments taking place in this rapidly 
emerging field, which spans almost all of the social and natural sciences and humanities. Across 
scholarly and popular media, the concept has developed rapid purchase in providing a framework 
for articulating contemporary concerns about the rate and scope of anthropogenic environmental 
change, and for making a place for the intellectual, critical and creative responses that such 
fundamental change elicits (Tsing et al. 2017; Scranton 2013; Ronda 2013). 

At its heart, anthropocene thinking recognises that human activity is ‘the dominant cause of 
most contemporary environmental change’ on a geological, as well as an environmental scale 
(Lewis & Maslin 2015: 171); the rapid proliferation of the term reflects an awakening to the 
ramifications of a rapidly-changing world. The case for a new geological epoch, defined by the 
consequences of human action, seems clear, yet much debate has ensued over where the temporal 
break from the Holocene is said to lie (Lewis & Maslin 2015: 171). In chemist Paul Crutzen’s 
original formulation, the dawn of the anthropocene is heralded by the rise of coal-fuelled 
machine power and the resultant acceleration of industrialisation, urbanisation and population 
growth (Crutzen 2002). Later definitions have taken other markers: in 2015 the International 
Anthropocene Working Group proposed the Trinity nuclear test of July 1945 as an appropriate 
start date. For Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin (2015), two key markers of increased human 
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impact are what they name the ‘Orbis spike’ of 1610 –– when coincides a low point in 
atmospheric CO2  and the collision of the Old and New Worlds in the transoceanic movement of 
species –– and 1964, the date when isotopes of Carbon 14 that can be found within the dates 
rings of a pine tree (Pinus sylvestris) in the grounds of King Castle, Niepołomice, near Kraków, 
are at their peak, in the wake of the nuclear testing events of the 1950s. The first event marks the 
permanent environmental transformations of Western exploration and colonialism; the second 
the beginnings of a ‘Great Acceleration’ in human activity that since the 1950s has brought about 
a rapid increase in population and the material transformation of the world by plastics, inorganic 
compounds and persistent industrial chemicals (Lewis & Maslin 2015: 174-176; see also Steffan 
et al. 2015). The framing is important, Lewis and Maslin assert, as it determines the stories we 
tell ourselves about environmental change and the trajectory of human development.

At the heart of almost all readings of the anthropocene epoch lies the paradox of 
foregrounding the unique dominance of human agency at that very moment when both human 
and non-human life is most threatened by it, and of centering human life within a narrative that 
purports to highlight the interdependence of social and natural systems. It is against this 
disposition that Donna Haraway has sought a new name –– ‘Chthuluscene’ –– to give a more 
descriptive term for ‘the dynamic ongoing sym-chthonic forces and powers of which people are a 
part’ (Haraway 2015: 158). Her scholarship seeks to recalibrate such human-centric framings of 
environmental change, making room for the ‘flourishing of rich multispecies assemblages that 
include people’, and situating our historically-situated agency in relation to these assemblages 
‘and other biotic/abiotic forces’ (Haraway 2015: 159-60).

In a parallel development, several scholars –– most prominently environmental historian and 
historical geographer Jason W. Moore –– have argued for the substitution of the anthropocene 
with the idea of ‘capitalocene’, a term for the assertion that at the root of our current 
environmental predicament lies the commodification of nature and ecology by a small, first-
world capitalist elite (Moore 2015; 2017; 2018). In this reading, species-level reasoning 
(anthropos) conceals the inequalities and hierarchies of class and region that are implicated with 
environmental destruction, attributing broad blame to a humanity that has seen only a small elite 
section of its population benefit from those practices that have directly led to ecological peril. In 
a similar manner, Timothy Choy and Jerry Zee suggest that while remaining with the term 
anthropocene, we should be clear to identify ‘particular humans, maybe capitalist humans, or 
maybe an anthropogenic assemblage of industrial and postindustrial production and 
consumption’ as residing at the wellspring of our current predicament (Choy & Zee 2015: 210).

In Andreas Malm and Alf Hornborg’s reading (2014), the problem with anthropocene 
thinking is not just that it obscures the inequalities inherent to much of the natural world’s 
degradation, but that it also overlooks the interrelation between elite agency and planetary 
processes –– critiquing Crutzen’s formulation, they note that uneven distribution of wealth is ‘a 
condition for the very existence of a fossil fuel economy’ (Malm & Hornberg 2014: 64, italics 
original; see also Hornborg & Malm 2016: 205-6). The initial development of industrialisation 
within imperial networks of trade and resource extraction depends upon the unequal distribution 
and exchange of biophysical resources. Inequalities are necessary for the patterns of 
environmental degradation that we currently witness, which are in turn worsened as the diverse 
ecologies and stable climate upon which the most marginalised peoples depend break down.

While such criticisms of the generalising assumptions of anthropocene thinking are vital, 
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capitalocene theorists often risk drawing broad conclusions from specific, often Western-centric, 
histories. Malm and Hornborg’s attempt to apportion blame not to humanity as a whole, but to 
a ‘class of people compris[ing] an infinitesimal fraction of the population of Homo sapiens in the 
early 19th century’ (2014: 64) risks unintentionally reproducing an Eurocentric account of 
modernity, and reifying the long-discredited binary that contrasts an environmentally-destructive 
West with an ecologically-noble indigeneity³ (Cuhna 2015). Such an account arguably offers little 
insight into the colonial experiences of South Asian societies, nor helps us to account for the 
myriad ways in which local populations engaged with the changing economic and environmental 
circumstances that unfolded during the colonial era.

A commensurate line of argumentation to the capitalocene is contained within the 
‘plantationocene’ thesis and related lines of inquiry, which locate the anthropocene’s origins in 
practices of colonisation and the dual appropriation of both human labour (often in the form of 
slavery) and the natural realm through the creation of plantations, established in the service of 
capital accumulation (see: Moore 2016; 2017; Haraway et al 2016; Yusoff 2019). In A Billion 
Black Anthropocenes or None, Kathryn Yusoff stresses the racialised inequalities that lie at the 
source of global capitalism’s extraction of natural resources (Yusoff 2019). Her reading 
complicates the narrative of the capitalocene by switching the focus from the agentive aspects of 
settler colonialism to the ‘the presumed absorbant qualities of black and brown bodies to take up 
the body burdens of exposure to toxicities and to buffer the violence of the earth’ (Yusoff 2019: 
xii). In doing so, she establishes a radically-different deep history of the anthropocene to that of 
marauding imperial capitalism extracting resources for its own profit. 

While anthropocene thinking can sometimes appear as a clarion call for action against an 
imminent dystopian future, the reality, as Yusoff recognises, is that ‘imperialism and ongoing 
(settler) colonialisms have been ending worlds for as long as they have been in existence’ (Yusoff 
2019: xiii). The longer history of anthropogenic environmental change is one that is implicitly 
racialised and gendered, in which the burdens of both initial resource extraction and of 
adaptation to environmental change are borne by the most marginalised. In a similar manner, 
climate writer Mary Annaïse Heglar finds the confluence of environmental and social crises as 
‘less of a convergence than [...] a reconvening’. The seemingly diverse crises of the present have a 
shared origin in practices of colonialism and slavery: they are ‘all born of the same 
wounds’ (Heglar 2020).

This emphasis upon the racial and class divisions of historical and contemporary resource 
extraction ties in to what Malm and Hornborg (2014) have named as the ‘intra-species’ 
inequalities of the anthropocene, which they claim must be foregrounded in any analysis, another 
part of the recognition, stemming from Marx, that material and technological developments are 
in reality social relations ‘masquerading as relations between things’ (Hornborg & Malm 2016: 
206). This confusion of forces, social relations and things speaks to the condition of cardamom 
smallholdings, which serve as a nexus for the price fluctuations of global crop markets, the 
entwined ecologies of flora and their pathogens, and the collaborative and competitive work of 
different classes of smallholder, tenant and labourer.

³ Perhaps the most pertinent literature in relation to this thesis is that which has shown in detail the colonial 
processes of ethnic identity production (i.e. Shah 2010: 14-35; Gow 1991; French 2006; Middleton 2015).
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Plants, plantations and smallholdings

Over the last half-decade, the plantation has emerged as a central site for the convergence of 
several strands of environmental research incorporating posthumanist, ontological and multi-
species ethnography and theory. Anthropocene research sited within the plantation has worked to 
incorporate a deep concern for human inequalities alongside consideration of relations beyond 
the human, placing these non-human actors at the centre of a narrative of anthropogenic change 
(Haraway & Tsing 2019: 5).

A similar history is found in research on smallholder production. Known variously as 
‘peasants, petty commodity producers, commoners, swidden cultivators, forest farmers, paddy 
farmers, pastoralists, tenants, or simply small farmers’, smallholders have been central to 
anthropological and sociological analysis for at least a century (Peluso 2017: 838). Smallholders 
producing cash-crops for global markets have received considerable anthropological attention, in 
part driven by the desire to understand the social effects of global capitalism through 
examination of the production, consumption, and circulation of commodities (West 2012; Li 
2014). 

The smallholdings of Moro-Manga’s cardamom industry are absent the structures of a 
plantation economy, yet their structure and density constitutes a plantation ecology, and in spite 
of the differences that exist between them and commercial plantations in terms of labour 
relations and social organisation the literature on plantations and the plantationocene is highly 
relevant to this thesis. As Eric Wolf notes, smallholdings and large-scale commercial plantations 
were the main vehicles of capitalist expansion throughout the nineteenth century. While the two 
forms exhibit stark differences in their scale and relations of production, they are comparable in 
arrangement and market orientation (Wolf 2010: 315). Where plantation agriculture relies on a 
large labour force working under close managerial supervision and realising a surplus through 
economies of scale, small farms operate by freeing the peasantry from prior obligations so that 
their land and labour power can instead be given instead to service of the market (Wolf 2010: 
316-7). Ecologically, the difference between large-scale plantations and cash-crop-producing 
smallholdings is negligible. As both systems of production require the cultivation of a single crop 
over a relatively long duration, a concentration of cash-crop-producing farms without diversified 
agricultural practices (the ‘dual system’ of subsistence and market production) tends towards the 
development of a monoculture landscape much like that of the plantation. 

During the twentieth century, ‘largeholder’ plantation agriculture was faced with a series of 
economic and logistical shocks that brought about a worldwide ‘fall of the planter class’, a decline 
that was only stemmed through commercial restructuring and the growth of alternative 
commercial crops (Wolf 2010: 317; Beckford 1972: 102-110). By contrast, smallholders have 
been seen to exhibit greater economic resilience. An increased labour flexibility, and the ability to 
switch between activities as opportunities present themselves, allows smallholders a greater 
capacity to manoeuvre through crises (Peluso 2017: 838).

A recent reconceptualisation of the place of smallholders has been made by Nancy Li Peluso 
(2017), in her analysis of the relationship between plantations and mines in Indonesia. 
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Encompassing both ‘extractive peasants’ and ‘small entrepreneurs’, for Peluso ‘the smallholder 
slot’ stands as a deliberately politicised term that highlights how these cultivators often emerge in 
the space of the frontier, ‘brought into being through processes of violence, racialization and 
agrarian-environmental practice’ (Peluso 2017: 839). The smallholder slot is constructed in the 
wake of a transformation to commodity production that is enabled by state forms of territorial 
control. The production of an agricultural frontier is a means by which government schemes can 
work to establish new regimes of agrarian production. In this schema, smallholders are not only 
victims of frontier production –– such as when large scale land acquisitions lead to displacement 
and dispossession –– but are rather products of frontier-making processes in which they often 
actively enroll themselves (Peluso 2017: 840). Contrasted with previous uses of the term ‘slot’ in 
agrarian and development studies, such as Tania Murray Li’s ‘tribal slot’ (Li 2000), the term helps 
to shed light on to how indigenous peoples have often been seen and categorised. Peluso asserts 
that this is a more flexible category than those that came before; one situated at the ‘crossing 
points of trajectories of practice, being and living’ (Peluso 2017: 839). Her term seeks to 
highlight how ‘smallholders have had an uncanny ability to reappear in new guises in 
transformed agrarian contexts’ (Peluso 2017: 864), in part due to the capacity of smallholder 
production to slip within and link up with many different iterations of the frontier economy, 
‘connecting what are often seen as disparate agrarian-environmental resources’ (Peluso 2017: 
840). Smallholders’ productive flexibility allows them to move into spaces on the periphery of 
state-led development and exploit newly-emerging agrarian and economic conditions.

In both plantation agriculture and smallholder cash-cropping, a necessary condition for 
cultivation is the transformation of the natural realm, which is simplified and made legible for 
human ends (Scott 1998; Tsing 2017). Existing ecologies are remade in respect of market logics, 
reorientated towards the production of future income. In Anna Tsing’s recent writings, the 
creation of plantations and cash-crop-producing farms stands alongside industrial technologies, 
imperial projects of governance and legibility, and capitalist modes of accumulation as hallmarks 
of the ‘short’ anthropocene. This period, beginning in the first years of the twentieth century, has 
witnessed the forging of a substantively new global environment by the rapid expansion of 
human projects of resource extraction and control (Tsing 2017).

The reshaping of preexisting ecologies serves to discipline organisms by alienating them from 
their larger lifewords, but this act of separation renders them vulnerable to the predation of pests, 
parasites and diseases, the fungal pathogens that are easily incubated and spread within the 
uniform ecologies of the plantation. The plantation form supports the increased virulence of 
pathogenic attacks, phenomena that are inherent to this form of cultivation. Blight and disease 
rely upon the exclusion and legibility that makes monocropping so profitable in order to prosper. 
Yet the creation of the plantation form is not one that leads inexorably to standardisation and 
homogenisation, or to the erasure of other forms of agency (Haraway 2015; Haraway & Tsing 
2019; Chao 2018). As these human projects find their realisation by engaging logics and agencies 
that are critical to their development, so actants enrolled in these projects find ways of asserting 
their own agency in ways that often frustrate and hinder (Mitchell 2002: 51; Latour 2005). 

Anna Tsing’s concept of the ‘feral biologies’ of the plantation foregrounds the pests and 
pathogens that generate upheaval, showing how an entangled agency of human and non-human 
actants holds the capacity to derail human projects (Tsing 2017). Tsing’s writing affirms the idea 
that we have left the era in which places of refuge still remain as an escape fom the 
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homogenisation of capitalist landscapes. The ‘natural’ intrudes upon those enterprises that 
contrive to keep its agency at bay. Donna Haraway has highlighted the connections between this 
argument and Jason W. Moore’s observation that the age of ‘cheap nature’ is at an end (Haraway 
2015; Moore 2015). Set in relation to the longer history of imperial and postcolonial agricultural 
developments, this line of thought offers a teleology that contrasts productively with history that 
situates smallholder market engagement as arising on the margins of colonial and postcolonial 
capitalism and the opening up of resource frontiers (Tsing 2002; Peluso 2017). Examining the 
place of smallholders from the perspective of feral ecologies, the standardising and homogenising 
tendencies of the plantation appear as an interim stage in the cultivation of new interspecies 
relationships and non-human agencies. Rather than excluding other species, the demands of the 
market come to produce circumstances in which multispecies assemblages undermine the roles 
humans have set for them (see Chao 2018). In the wake of the ecological attenuation generated 
by the rogue agency of other species, human social arrangements and labouring practices in 
Moro-Manga shifted to allow some cultivators to continue production without any substantial 
transformation in agricultural methods. 

Despite of this burgeoning avenue in anthropocene thought, comparatively little attention 
has been paid in anthropological and social science research to conditions in which smallholders’ 
crops fail (cf. Reichman 2011); in fact, many accounts of smallholder cultivation close at the 
precise moment when the blight and disease characteristic of monocropping arrives to transform 
ecological, social and economic relations (e.g. Li 2014). The question of how altered or 
attenuated ecological circumstances are engaged with through socially and culturally, and 
through labour (and its absence) and play, is central to this thesis. The present conditions of 
production for Moro-Manga cardamom smallholders are characterised not by the closing of the 
resource frontier (see Li 2014) or the encounter with new relations of production (see Taussig 
1980; High 2017) but by the curtailing of agricultural productivity. Ongoing cultivation has 
continued throughout the severe transformations made to cash crop production, in part by a 
reorganisation of the relations of production that exist between labourers, smallholders and 
merchants, and by the transformations of individual livelihoods. Such preoccupations have long 
been central to research in the social sciences that has examined human engagement with and 
contestations over natural resources in rural lives.

Rural subjects: political ecology and critical agrarian studies

For much of the twentieth century, research on agrarian societies was undertaken in a varied, and 
often disconnected series of subfields within the environmental humanities and social sciences 
(Dunlap & Jacobsen 2020: 8). Across these disciplines, two strands of research held particular 
influence: political ecology and agrarian studies. Emerging out of human geography and human 
ecology in the mid-twentieth century, political ecology has been defined variously as an empirical 
endeavour aimed at explaining the condition of interlinked social/environmental systems 
(Robbins 2011: 14); as the study of the struggles over ecological resources and livelihoods 
associated with them (Martínez-Alier 2002; Peluso & Watts 2001); and as the examination of the 
‘political ontology of “environmental” conflicts’ (Blaser 2013: 15). Piers Blaikie and Harold 
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Brookfield named its object of inquiry as the ‘constantly shifting dialectic between society and 
land-based resources, and also within classes and groups within society itself ’ (Blaikie & 
Brookfield 1987: 17), a description that foregrounds the uneven access that different social 
groups hold upon the resources immediate to them.

Research focused upon South Asia has played a prominent role in the development of this 
sub-discipline. Inspired by the subaltern studies perspective of history ‘written from 
below’ (Guha 1982), South Asian political ecology has provided rich and challenging accounts of 
the struggles of indigenous and marginalised peoples as relating to land and resources (Guha 
1989; Arnold & Guha 1995). A substantial body of work has highlighted frictions between 
communities and the state, and shown how issues of caste, class and race play out in relation to 
resource exploitation and development (Rangan 1996). Accounts of natural resource 
management and livelihood practices have highlighted the multiplicity of ways in which 
engagement with the natural has been engaged with through issues of class, caste, region and 
gender (Blaikie & Springate-Baginski 2007).

Political ecology’s overwhelming focus upon social contestations over environmental 
resources has, however, led some scholars to question whether an undue emphasis has been 
placed upon human agency. As Peter Walker and others have asked: exactly what place remains 
for the ecology in political ecology? (Walker 2005; see also Bassett & Zimmerer 2004: 103). 
Asserting the potential for developing a truly interdisciplinary subfield, Walker has argued for a 
research agenda that ‘places biophysical ecology and environmental science at the center of 
analysis’ without sidelining the explanatory power of social theory (Walker 2005: 80).

Emerging from the peasant studies tradition of the 1960s and 1970s, agrarian studies took as 
axiomatic the understanding that the conditions of capitalism determined the character and 
nature of peasant agricultural production. Building upon Marx’s analysis of primitive 
accumulation, and issues of class and inequality, scholars in sociology, economic history, and 
development studies highlighted farms as primary units of analysis (Walker 2004), out of which 
could be explored questions such as the relation between agriculture and industry and the 
importance of technological change. Debates concerning mode(s) of production and dynamics of 
rural commodification were foregrounded (Bernstein 2010; 2016). A broad topic of discussion 
was the role of the peasantry in the longer historical transition from feudalism to capitalism 
(Thorner 1956). Rural subjects were assumed to be subservient to imperial power and 
governance, their labour important primarily to processes of primitive accumulation. Local 
colonial histories were framed largely in reference to their external dimensions, overshadowing 
emic viewpoints (Bernstein 2016: 612).

Much of this research was later seen as having been shackled by the ‘conceptual deadlock’ 
engendered by its theoretical debates (Bennike, Rasmussen and Nielsen 2020: 42); contrived 
oppositions between class or caste-based views of South Asian society; and a teleological view of 
rural social change that sought to identify a revolutionary proletariat to be supported (Harriss 
1991: 34). In recent years it has become clear that an agrarian transition is not a necessary 
component in the development of capitalist relations (Lerche 2013; Akram-Lodhi and Kay 
2010), and that neoliberal capitalism has emerged in many regions by bypassing the previously 
expected trajectory of agrarian change and attendant forms of proletarianisation (Lerche & Shah 
2018).

As a consequence of these early theoretical preoccupations, relatively little attention was paid 
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by agrarian studies scholars to the ideas and agency of the rural subjects in question (Harriss 
1991: 16), topics that are the overriding interest of this doctoral study. Significantly –– and as has 
been stressed by Marc Edelman, while arguing for a greater attention to be paid to moral 
economy in agrarian studies –– the idealised rural subject maintained by these theoretical debates 
now bears very little resemblance to the people it pertains to portray. ‘[T]he peasants of today are 
not the same peasants of the 1960s and 1970s, when “peasant studies” began to occupy an 
important place in the social sciences’ (Edelman 2005: 336). Shifts in educational attainment, 
disposition, outlook, technological connectivity, and changing environmental and ecological 
conditions has rendered rural subjects less fitted to the theoretical concerns that formerly 
dominated agrarian studies. Nevertheless, several debates that emerged in the course of the above 
research remain fundamental to understandings of the place of smallholders and role of 
smallholder production. These are key to the analyses developed in this thesis, and help in 
building a foundational understanding of the material, social and organisational lives of 
smallholders engaged in market-oriented production.

Conceptualising agrarian lives

Conceptions of smallholder agrarian production have centred around the recognition of the 
household as a central unit of production that holds bounded resources, acknowledged property 
rights, and constitutes a family labour force maintaining common goals towards agricultural 
labour and domestic functions (Netting 1993: 59). 

The position of these household units in the rural class system is often understood to be 
ambiguous. A core argument from agrarian change research is that under certain conditions 
smallholders are better understood as ‘petty commodity producers’ who occupy a liminal and 
contradictory class position, being owners of the means of production in a commodity 
production system yet beholden to the larger interests of capital in order to maintain that 
production (Bernstein 2010: 4; Harriss 1991: 19). The household most often constitutes all or 
part of the labour power involved in production; kinship, rather than wages, therefore determines 
the relations of production (Friedmann 1978: 548). Where specialised production demands that 
the means of sustenance must be purchased, the enterprise is classed as petty (or simple) 
commodity production. This idea initially arose from Jairus Banaji’s (1977) insights into the 
relations between capital and labour as they existed on the Deccan Plateau in South India in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century. Against the prevailing position that the Indian countryside 
was dominated by ‘semi-feudal or precapitalist’ relations, Banaji argued that small-scale peasant 
production is formally subsumed under capitalism when production is dependent upon cash 
advances from middlemen or moneylenders. Capitalist relations of exploitation, Banaji argued, 
may be widespread even when a specifically capitalist mode of production is absent at a broader 
scale (Banaji 1977: 1376). The degrees of differentiation and stratification involved in rural 
production –– the structure of the peasantry –– is thereby a reflection of the longer-term patterns 
of subsumption of the peasantry into capitalist relations (Banaji 1977: 1395).

In A.V. Chayanov’s theory of peasant economy, smallholders’ labouring practices are 
characterised by ‘self-exploitation’: the tendency for family labour to discount the cost of their 



● 20

labour to production and to thereby exceed the labour power of other systems of production 
(Chayanov 1986). The process of self-exploitation (or in a later account, ‘super-
exploitation’ [Gidwani 2000]) allows the smallholder to make greater returns from their 
household labour than could be otherwise achieved by hired labour, allowing competition with 
larger capitalist enterprises in spite of their greater economy of scale.

In tandem with this insight, Chayanov theorised that staple-growing peasant smallholders 
practiced a form of decision-making that prioritised efficiency and labour savings over an increase 
in production, seeking to free up their time rather than increase their earnings. In Marshall 
Sahlins’ summary: ‘the greater the relative working capacity of the household the less its members 
work’ (Sahlins 2013: 79). Influenced by Chayanov’s insights into labour management, Sahlins 
(2017) outlined a concept of the domestic mode of production that emphasised the presence of 
systemic underproduction arising from an ‘antisurplus principle’. In this reading, the requirement 
to produce in order to maintain a livelihood was ‘endowed with the tendency to come to a halt at 
that point’ (Sahlins 1972: 78). Incentives to greater production were most likely to come from 
without, from elites or middlemen seeking increased production from cultivators; households’ 
own motivations were concerned with attaining the resources necessary for reproduction.

This reading of Chayanov has been challenged by Donald Donham (1999) who sees in 
Chayanov’s work no such assumptions about when producers decide upon acceptable returns for 
hard labour. Rather, labour inputs are wont to continue as long as the gains from such efforts 
exceed the costs. Nevertheless, Sahlins’ appraisal of Chayanov’s work foregrounds the relationship 
between smallholder labour and the land worked. Any higher orders (‘chiefs, lineages, clans’) 
must necessarily stand in a second-degree relation ‘to production, as mediated by entrenched 
domestic groups’ (Sahlins 2013: 84). Unrestrained access to productive natural resources are 
major determinants of the viability of this mode of production: the household enjoys usufruct 
and use-rights, while also determining ‘on a day-to-day basis how the land shall be used’ and in 
what manner its products should be disposed (Sahlins 2013: 85). Labour power is used flexibly, 
often supplemented by the unwaged assistance of neighbours. When family members embark 
upon acts of labour migration the timing is decided with priority given to the working of the 
‘home’ agricultural situation. 

The advantage that self-exploitation confers upon a smallholding is often given as an answer 
to the question as to why the emergence of capitalist relations writ large has not led to a 
comparably comprehensive development of capitalist farming, despite smallholders’ generally-
lower level of productivity (see Bernstein 2010: 94-5). As has been documented across a variety 
of locations, the advantages inherent to the smallholder system of production has often seen 
capitalist agriculture withdraw from production –– leaving it the purview of households –– to 
instead concentrate profit-making in the form of marketing, credit extension or input supply 
(Harriss 1982; Taussig 1980).

Robert McC. Netting’s model of smallholder production emphasises the heritability of land 
tenure rights and ingenuity and flexibility in organising labour activities as the key features of 
smallholders’ ability to generate a surplus while remaining one stage removed from market 
dependency and the imperative to return increasing profits. Smallholder cultivation practices are 
not just efficient in mobilising labour and minimising inputs; they also also diminish risk. They 
are seen as ecologically appropriate, contrasted to the often wasteful and deleterious practices of 
large-scale agribusiness. In the face of technological change and the penetration of the market 
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economy, smallholder production has shown itself to remain ‘economically efficient, 
environmentally sustainable, and socially integrative’ (Netting 1993: 27).

The cardamom smallholding practices of the eastern Himalaya stand in contrast to this 
picture. Moro-Manga’s intensive and undiversified agriculture, undertaken within a region of 
relatively sparse population density, is beset with risk, a continued imperative to increasing 
returns, and dramatic ecological change and degradation. As Michael Dove has noted, subjects 
working areas of low population density with intensive agricultural practices are rarely identified 
as smallholders in the traditional sense, a result of a misunderstanding within agricultural 
economics (Dove 2011: 5). While smallholders have often been partially removed from 
dependency on the market ‘and the mentality of maximisation’ thought to accompany the 
transition to market relations, in other circumstances a degree of involvement with markets has  
been seen to have played a fundamental part in smallholders’ identity and history (Dove 2011: 5; 
cf. Netting 1993: 15). 

Immersion in global commodity markets in Moro-Manga has seen smallholders defy the 
characterisations often made of them. The mobilisation of waged labour, then family labour, was 
made in order to maintain productive capacity in spite of the ecological degradation cardamom 
monocropping entailed. The margins between success and ruination brought about socially 
disintegrative consequences for cultivators who could not weather the financial risks of market 
engagement.

Engagement with the market

Debates surrounding the transition from pre-capitalist subsistence relations to the capitalist 
relations associated with commercial production have held a central place in agrarian studies and 
political ecology. Smallholders –– often positioned as an archetypal ‘middle peasant’ –– have been 
characterised as maintaining a flexible orientation; their control over land, resources and 
processes of labour mobilisation affording them the freedom to make decisions over their 
involvement in different spheres of production (Akram-Lodhi 1998; Bernstein 2010, Scott, 
1976).

This freedom is seen to be curtailed at that point when engagment with the market ceases to 
be characterised by opportunity and becomes instead one of compulsion (Meiksins Wood 1997; 
2002). As Ellen Meiksins Wood notes, following Marx, a paradox of the emergence of capitalist 
relations is that accompanying capitalism’s ideology of freedom is a logic that ‘compel[s] 
economic actors to act “rationally” so as to maximise choice and opportunity and succeed in the 
marketplace (Meiksins Wood 1997: 14; 2002). The logics and structures of capitalist relations 
began to dominate in Moro-Manga at the point where smallholders decided to tie their 
livelihoods to cardamom markets, displacing areas of their landholdings that had been held over 
for subsistence cultivation. The simultanous cultivation of commercial and subsistence crops –– 
the dual system, or ‘double movement’ –– has been recognised for its capacity to act as a ‘fire 
wall’, protecting smallholders from the exploitation that can emerge with full market immersion 
(Dove 2011). The preservation of a sphere of precapitalist relations is said to offer the cultivator a 
level of security that is lost with immersion in the market (Scott 1976; Wolf 2010), after which 
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fates and fortunes rest largely upon the whims of local ecologies and global economics.
Whether voluntary or coerced, the ‘transition to contractual, single-stranded ties’ with 

landlords, middlemen and lenders is seen by many to ‘force peasants into the market where their 
welfare inevitably suffers’ (Popkin 1979: 4). The dichotomy between the stability of subsistence 
cultivation and the riskiness of market engagement mirrors the line of thought developed by 
James C. Scott, who views subsistence oriented peasants as more inclined to mitigate the 
possibility of failure, rather than take risks that might bring about prosperity (Scott 1976: vii).

The dual system of cultivation has been a central topic of concern throughout the history of 
economic anthropology, emerging out of the work of Karl Polanyi and taken up by several 
generations of scholars (Polanyi 1944; see Gudeman 1986; Parry & Bloch 1989; Mayer 2002). In 
The Great Transformation, Polanyi argues that at the heart of modern capitalist society is a ‘double 
movement’ generated by the countervailing forces of economic liberalisation and social 
protection. As the market expanded, a countermovement emerged with the aim of protecting 
society from the forces it unleashed (Polanyi 1944: 136). Subsistence cultivation has been seen as 
part of this second imperative, a form of insulation against market intrusion. In Jonathan Parry 
and Maurice Bloch’s analysis, the contrast between market-oriented production and subsistence-
oriented production is framed as the difference between two separate transactional orders. 
Market-oriented production emphasises short-term transactions aimed at individual benefit, 
whereas subsistence production is concerned with the reproduction of the ‘long-term social or 
cosmic order’ (Parry & Bloch 1989: 24).4

Ethnographic accounts of engagement with market relations have often stressed the 
explanations and fables that are made by groups encountering new and transformed transactional 
spheres. In their ethnographic accounts of Bolivian plantation workers and tin miners, June Nash 
and Michael Taussig foreground how their interlocutors made sense of the emergence of market 
relations (Nash 1979; Taussig 1980). The capitalist relations of production and exchange into 
which people were increasingly drawn were represented as highly unnatural. Taussig’s 
interlocutors often invoked the devil as a central actor in the production process who took the 
lives of miners when not properly reciprocated, and permitted certain individuals to enrich 
themselves by entering into pacts with him. In Taussig’s reading, this emergent set of beliefs 
functions as a critical reflection upon the power and perils of incorporation into the capitalist 
economy. They foreground the loss of control experienced by peoples encountering  
transformations to their economic relations on the capitalist frontier. ‘Certain human realities’, 
Taussig writes, ‘become clearer at the periphery of the capitalist system, making it easier for us to 
brush aside the commoditized apprehension of reality’ (1980: 10). 

Such accounts of the reshaping of economic and labour relations made by subjects 
encountering the penetration of market logics have informed broader discussions, particularly the 
anthropological discourse around moral economy (Scott 1976; Thompson 1971; Wolf 2010; 
Carrier 2018). The dichotomy Taussig established between capitalist relations and subsistence 
relations was later challenged. In her work among the subsistence cultivating peasantry of the 
same region, Olivia Harris recorded comparable beliefs in the place of the devil in wealth 
acquisition –– a challenge to the supposition that the emergence of capitalist relations are at the 
heart of such assessments (Harris 1989). As Jonathan Parry and Maurice Bloch summarise, the 

4 Maurice Bloch has recently extended this model of the transactional and transcendental social into the realms of 
religion and social structure (see Robbins 2016).
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fertility of mines is replenished in much the same way as the fertility of fields: ‘[n]either in 
symbolism nor in ritual are agriculture and mining opposed’ (Parry & Bloch 1989: 20). 

Yet, the existence of comparable beliefs among subsistence cultivators does not negate the fact 
that beliefs can become transmuted as social circumstances shift. For Taussig, the proletarian 
devil contracts made by Bolivian miners are is not assessments of the switch to a new form of 
exchange, but rather a judgement upon the partial restructuring of social and economic 
organisation: if pre-existing beliefs ‘were superceded by market culture, there would be no basis 
for fabulations like the devil contract’ (Taussig 1980:124).

More recent anthropological accounts have provided comparable descriptions of the beliefs 
and understandings of peoples confronted by transformations in their exchange relations and 
cultivation practices. Among the Kantu with whom Michael Dove worked, distinctions were 
made between the cash-crop rubber plantations in which they laboured and their traditional 
household swidden cultivation plots. The former were characterised as lifeless and dead, 
contrasted with the “living” swidden land that was seen to sustain the collective social world 
(Dove 2011: 15). In a similar manner, Sophie Chao, in her research among the Marind of Papua 
New Guinea, records her research companions’ beliefs that palm oil plantations attack and dry 
out the human body, a stark contrast to other multispecies relationships that hold the potential 
to nourish and support life in relations of mutualism (Chao 2018).

The income received from market engagement is often seen as tangibly different from that 
acquired in other spheres of exchange. In her research among Malay women, Janet Carsten 
describes how her interlocutors symbolically cooked the money their husbands brought back 
from the market so as to ensure its capacity to nourish the household (Carsten 1989), an act that 
highlights the difficulties and contradictions that arise when individuals attempt to incorporate 
market-orientated activities into a local morality of production and exchange. In the gold mines 
of Mongolia, Mette High similarly notes the destructive potential of ‘polluted money’, as 
contrasted to the earnings her interlocutors received from pastoralism (High 2017). In her 
ethnographic case –– during a moment of complex ‘cosmoeconomic upheaval’ in which 
interlocutors sought out new ways of living –– notions such as moral economy were rendered 
redundant by a lack of consensus. Her work rather foregrounds the insights and understandings 
her interlocutors held about the relations between cosmology and economic life, highlighting ‘the 
articulations between the actions, interactions and transactions of various human and non-
human beings’ (High 2017: 3). Transformations made to their relations of exchange stimulated 
High’s research companions to reevaluate relations held with the material world. This is the other 
side of ongoing market engagement: its capacity not just to change relations between people, but 
to change relations between people and things, and even the appraisal that people make of the 
essence of those things themselves. As Michael Taussig writes, as a shift in economic 
arrangements ‘turns men into numbers, [it] also turns plantation crops like sugarcane into 
monsters or gods’ (Taussig 1980: 122).

In Moro-Manga, immersion in commercial cardamom markets and its resultant ecological 
impacts have been responded to with strong moral evaluations and critical understandings. 
Although market relations have a deep history, the  economic shocks and ecological upheaval that 
have resulted from market immersion have brought about a reappraisal not just of the 
transformations that have taken place in exchange relations, but also of people’s understandings 
of non-human agents and the relationships held with them.
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The fine grain of agrarian lives

In recent decades, research on the conditions of life in agrarian South Asia has come to a greater 
understanding of urban-rural relations and structures, of gender, class and caste relations, and 
relations between the environment and society (Cederlof & Sivaramakrishnan 2006). Rich 
accounts have emerged of political ideology and structures of power and resistance, alongside 
work highlighting transformations to the processes and relations of capital and labour (Sanchez 
& Strümpel 2014). Analysis has been made of the means by which the shifting dynamics of 
caste, class, gender and region combine to entrench socioeconomic inequalities and oppression 
(Lerche & Shah 2018).

Ethnographic accounts have taken fine-grained and textural approaches to the lives of rural 
subjects, marrying analysis of the material conditions of social reproduction in relation to issues 
such as indigeneity and the role of the state (Shah 2010); the interrelation of material and 
spiritual forces in agrarian lives (Singh 2015); and the connection between caste and class, 
agricultural labour, and personal aspiration (Pandian 2009). These ethnographically-grounded 
accounts offer a way of thinking emically about agrarian lives in contemporary South Asia in a 
way that, as Anand Pandian states, ‘acknowledges the moral potential of ordinary existence and 
its unstable play of aspiration, hesitation, struggle, and betrayal’ (Pandian 2009: 2).

As Tania Murray Li (2017) has highlighted, there has been quite a fair bit of attention paid 
by social scientists and agronomists to situations in which smallholders have sought to build 
notional aspects of sustainability into their cultivation practices — where aspects of ecological 
resilience have been tied to realisable livelihoods. Studies have highlighted interlocutors tendency 
to value diversity of cultivation, long-term food and income security, and the flexibility and 
autonomy to cushion crises. Less attention has been given to circumstances in which farmers 
have readily embraced monocropping, market engagement and the risks attending these forms of 
cultivation (Reichman 2011). In Moro-Manga, demands for access to the materiality of 
modernity –– in the form of concrete houses, consumer goods, and education-driven social 
progression –– have been made in spite of the risks that such aspirations entail. These aims have 
set the stage for disillusionment, as narrowing ecological horizons have curtailed the ability of 
people’s lived realities to match their ‘expectations of modernity’ (Ferguson 1999). Whither those 
smallholders who see ongoing engagement in global markets as necessary to their economic and 
social development, while recognising and attempting to weather the ecological and social 
uncertainties attendant to market access? 

In his work among Piramalai Kallar cultivators in South India, Anand Pandian records how 
moral economies of luck and fortune predominate in circumstances where even agricultural 
success does not always map on to human flourishing.

[T]he moral economy of the divine places chance, accident, and unforseen consequences at 
the heart of agrarian production. The fruits of agrarian labour are subject to forces far beyond 
the toil of individual cultivators [...] and to work at ripening plants does not always ensure 
that one will ripen as a person oneself ’ (Pandian 2009: 169).
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In many ways, this thesis engages with areas that have been the staple of political ecology and 
agrarian studies. Following political ecology, it explores the interface between human-
environment relations and resource access as they are mediated through struggles of class, gender 
and race (Robbins 2011), and how processes of political economy are central to the shaping of 
landscapes and ecosystems (Zimmerer & Bassett 2003; Peluso 1995). Like (critical) agrarian 
studies, a substantial part of this research is aimed at understanding how sociological changes are 
effected through embeddedness in global commodity markets, and is concerned with analysing 
the character of smallholder commodity production (Dove 2011). 

For the main part, however, I seek in this thesis to stand at one remove from these theoretical 
preoccupations. I am unconcerned here with relating rural subjects to structuralisms or teleology, 
preferring instead to work through the historical specificities of agrarian conditions. While 
political ecology is adept at drawing out the ways in which the social ordering of space and 
natural resources impacts upon human and non-human lives, in the process the latter are most 
often shorn of their agency, rendered as a terrain onto which human action and institutional 
frameworks are emplaced. While recognising how the ecology and natural resources in which 
people are entangled are inherently politicised and contested, my primary concern is to draw 
connections between human-environment relations and the evaluations made by people 
negotiating ecological uncertainty. Like Anand Pandian (2009), I am concerned with exploring 
the ecological horizons of aspiration, by thinking through the natural and social agencies that 
interrelate with human aims.

This thesis moves beyond the humanist frameworks of political ecology, incorporating 
postcolonial critiques of the sub-discipline and recent ‘more-than-human’ turns in anthropology, 
geography, and the environmental humanities. Multispecies ethnographies that aimed at better 
revealing the lives and deaths of organisms as they relate to human worlds have taken a 
prominent place in informing this approach (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010; Sheridan 2016; Chao 
2018). In a similar manner, I foreground the conjunctures between humans and non-humans 
enrolled into the cardamom industry in the eastern Himalaya. Interspecies interactions often 
have much at stake (Haraway 2007). The non-human species that we engage with –– and the 
technologies through which we engage them –– hold the potential to open up pathways and 
possibilities that would otherwise be foreclosed (Stengers 2010). Focusing upon the complex 
histories and entanglements of species offers a different way of looking at the eastern Himalayan 
cardamom industry and the wealth, development and precarity it has brought.

Moving beyond the theoretical preoccupations of (critical) agrarian studies, I examine the 
complex interplay of cultivators’ aspirations, frustrations and moral judgements in the face of a 
capricious and inconstrant agrarian world. Centering the articulations and interactions between 
human and non-human actors is way through which to ask what possibilities exist for individuals 
who have witnessed a trajectory of financial betterment and education-driven social mobility 
stalled by the action of pathogens. I place cardamom and its pathogens at the centre of a 
narrative attentive to the complex aspirations of cultivators and the stochasticity and fluctuability 
of monocropping (Latour 1987; Greimas 1966; Mitchell 2002; Pandian 2009).

The central theme that runs through this thesis are the discourses that my interlocutors 
highlighted concerning poison(ing), virulence and disease, which came in multiple forms. 
Poisons (visa) and acts of poisoning (khapat) emerged in my field research as ways in which my 
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interlocutors interrogated the many social and ecological challenges of commercial cultivation in 
the twenty-first century Himalaya. This was a means through which my interlocutors examined 
the growth, decline and stagnation that had characterised their engagement with cardamom 
production. In foregrounding the significance of these substances and their effects, I respond in 
part to Timothy Mitchell’s call for a social science that gives due attention to the complex and 
varied mix of human and non-human forces that lies at the heart of ways of being, to show how 
‘[w]hat is called nature or the material world moves [...] in and out of human forms, or occurs as 
arrangements, like the river Nile, that are social as well as natural, technical as well as 
material’ (Mitchell 2002: 52). 
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Absent interlocutors: doubt, and the limits of ethnographic knowledge

The two plates above (#1112/1[348] ‘Moro-Manga, Darjeeling District, with my tent’; 
#1112/1[349] ‘Blind Nepalese minstrel at Paten [Moro-Manga] PRINT MISSING 
[unspecified]’) are the oldest known photographs of Moro-Manga, taken by the Tibetologist and 
colonial official Charles Alfred Bell around the time of his appointment as Political Officer for 
Sikkim in 1908, and kept in the India Office Records of the British Library. The first image 
shows a view of the landscape looking north towards the tripoint of the India, Bhutan and China 
(TAR) borders, in the foreground of which is Bell’s camp. This perspective is familiar to me: the 
photograph was made somewhere along the hillside road that connects the hamlets of 
Skyorutong and Paten, near to where I resided for the majority of my field research. The 
catalogue description of the second photograph states that it depicted a blind minstrel at Paten. It 
was lost in the archives some time in the 1980s, just as the cardamom industry in Moro-Manga 
was beginning to attract en masse seasonal migrants like Khubidan.

Even in its absence, a mental image of this plate exists for me, created from the information 
that remains: its catalogue description and its placement in the series of photographs from Bell’s 
expedition. My image is of the minstrel standing in the middle foreground, holding a sarangi, the 
bowed lute of the Gaine caste of travelling musicians. As a Gaine musician in the early decades of 
the twentieth century, he must be male. I picture him in early middle age, wearing sparse facial 
hair and a woven dhaka topi, standing before the single storey houses of Paten, rendered out of 
focus by the shallow depth of field of Bell’s view camera.

This illusion has its parallel in the stories I heard from my research companions of those 
families who were unable to weather the shocks of crop disease and the refiguring of social and 
economic relations and forced to leave Moro-Manga, in many cases to join the ranks of what Jan 
Breman has named India’s ‘nowhere people’: those who find themselves cast adrift ‘in the altered 
landscape [and] left with no choice but to depart’ (Breman 2019: 228). The presence of these 
memories of absent friends and neighbours was a reminder that the ethnographic data upon 
which I build this thesis are survivors’ tales. Jürgen Habermas (1989; cf. Dahlberg 2005) writes 
that the voices and histories of the lowest classes tend to be privatised through marginalisation, 
occluded from public space as stronger narratives predominate. The accounts of those who could 
not hold on are necessarily absent from my account, an fact that highlights how ecological 
instability interrelates with class and wealth to silence those with the fewest means. It also speaks 
to the partiality of ethnographic research and of the anthropological reliance upon those 
individuals who are present and able to give an account of their times. 

It has long been argued that the conditions under which anthropologists make their 
observations are laden with a particular form of subjectivism (Leach 1961: 12). More recent 
reflections upon the discipline have come to stress the significance of this partiality of knowledge 
to the anthropological endeavour. In introducing the concept of ethnographic doubt, Mathijs 
Pelkmans (2013) asserts ethnographic data’s status as ‘unavoidably incomplete’, a condition in 
which both the ethnographer and her interlocutors hold a ‘piecemeal knowledge’ of past events, 
rendering their accounts ‘fragmentary, incomplete and unstable’ (Pelkmans 2013: 10; see 
Dreissen 2013). What position is there for the ethnographer to assume, Pelkmans asks, ‘when 
“the truth” is so blatently out of reach?’ (2013: 11) 

This partiality of ethnographic experience seems to stand in opposition to the purported aims 
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of anthropological knowledge production, which presuppose that an ethnographer is able to 
draw upon her time in the field to make clear statements about the world and human social life. 
In response to this tension, and in calling for a reassessment of the nature of anthropological 
evidence, Kirsten Hastrup (2004) recognises the dissonance involved in these two distinct 
practices, noting that ‘in so far as fieldwork implies presence in the social world, the experience is 
related to living our part’ (Hastrup 2004: 465, italics original). An open and fragmented 
experience must somehow be transmuted into analysis and writing from which ‘a sense of closure 
must be attained’ (Hastrup 2004: 458). How can these seemingly incommensurable positions of 
ethnographic uncertainty and authorial conviction be reconciled? 

I take solace from the recognition that my own sense of uncertainty during and after 
fieldwork was mirrored by that of my friends and interlocutors in the field, who expressed 
continual doubts in the face of the ecological upheaval wrought by cardamom blight: individual 
and collective futures were questioned, and displaced neighbours and friends often forgotten or 
misremembered.

As a result of the unsettling effects of blight, it has been impossible in this account to give a 
reconstruction of how the long history of cardamom cultivation interrelated with class and caste 
formation in the region, as was so successfully undertaken by Ian Carlos Fitzpatrick in his 
research among cardamom cultivators in eastern Nepal (Fitzpatrick 2011). Nor have I been able 
to give anything more than a cursory overview of the conditions of cultivation before my 
interlocutors’ immersion in commercial cardamom markets. The transition to commercial 
cultivation and the arrival of blight are the two watersheds in my interlocutors local histories of 
the region, beyond which they often could not recall.

Mathijs Pelkmans highlights this as the second critical aspect of doubt: that beyond its 
relevance for scholarly enterprise, the concept serves as way in which we can understand our 
interlocutors’ uneasy or peacemeal recollection of the past, and their experiences of uncertain 
moments in the present (Pelkmans 2013b: 16). My anxieties about the process of participatory 
research and the act of ethnographic writing found parallels in my research companions’ 
apprehensions about how or when turbulent times might be calmed. As Mette High notes, 
people’s doubts can expose ‘both the fragility and the strength of beliefs’, creating ‘spaces for 
skeptical contemplation of what the future might bring’ (High 2013: 76). Rumination and worry 
–– what Pelkmans names ‘activated uncertainty’ (Pelkmans 2013b: 17) –– emerged as a recurring 
refrain in everyday life during my time in Moro-Manga, as memories of fragile pasts and fears of 
uncertain futures intruded upon the present.

Field research and methodology

The research project that I set out to conduct at the beginning of my doctoral studies was very 
different to that which I ended up undertaking. My initial proposal was to work among an 
adivasi group formerly known as the Jépang, residing on the Indo-Bhutanese border in West 
Bengal’s Jalpaiguri District, and to this end I travelled to the field in November 2014 as a 
member of a London School of Economics research project examining poverty and inequality 
among dalits and adivasis in India. I spent four months in the village of Jépara, where I improved 
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my Nepali language abilities, attained some fluency in the local adivasi language, and made in-
roads into the topics of primary interest –– cross-border trade and labouring practices among 
India’s adivasis. Prominent within the local community was a British NGO overseeing a tribal 
education project. The project’s work had enriched one already-prominent family and helped to 
foment growing divisions between Christian and non-Christian villagers. At an LSE project 
meeting in Goa in mid-February, several senior researchers held the opinion that were such 
influences as strong as I claimed, then they should be accounted for within the doctoral research. 
Such issues of development were stimulating, but the possibility of opening up my research into 
these areas was forestalled after the NGO’s director suggested that my stay in the village was 
conditional on her approval and a certain degree of collaboration5, a prospect that promised to be 
both methodologically unsound and a personal ordeal.

I left Jépara in late February and arrived in Darjeeling searching for a new research site. I 
briefly considered other regions of India to work in –– further east into Assam and Manipur, or 
in Tamil Nadu, places where I had discovered interesting research topics. Leafing through Tamil 
and Manipuri grammars and language guides in Darjeeling’s Oxford Books, however, made me 
acutely aware of how much my Nepali had progressed and what an undertaking it would be to 
begin afresh in a new language. Friends in Darjeeling town recommended interesting angles of 
research concerning the Gorkhaland movement and the ongoing water crisis in the Darjeeling 
hills, but nothing stood out as particularly aligned with my research interests. In the end, my 
landlady on Dr. Zakir Hussein Road provided the impetus to travel further east, after I 
mentioned one morning the village of Moro-Manga on the Indo-Bhutan border. She told me 
that the people in the village had grown rich from their cardamom plantations, and practiced 
dangerous rituals to secure their wealth. “They leave their house slippers on their fields at night to 
prevent others from walking all over their money”, she told me. “It makes it dangerous for 
anyone who steps onto the land.” Further east, in the town of Kalimpong, I found that the 
characterisation of Moro-Manga as a place of wealth and modernity was widespread. After a 
meeting with the head of a tribal board in Kalimpong town hall, I received a message from the 
man’s retainer warning me not to visit Moro-Manga. “The people in that village have lost all of 
their culture thanks to cardamom”, it read. “What culture they have left is impure (asuddha). You 
should not go there.”

After recounting this incident the same evening to an acquaintance from the Public Works 
Department, he told me his own story of visiting the village fifteen years before. “It is so remote”, 
he told me, “that I thought this place would be somewhere I could wake up to complete peace 
and quiet…”

We arrived at night and so I couldn’t see the village, even though I knew the house I found 
myself in was quite big. In the morning I could hear two separate televisions. Back then, I 
was quite rich, but we were still borrowing our neighbour’s cable line. Here everyone had 
their own satellite on the roof! I could not believe the money that these people had. It was 
like an island of development... all built off the back of cardamom.

5 Only upon my return from the field did I learn that Beppe Karlsson had experienced similar difficulties with the 
development landscape in Jépara, when considering doctoral research there twenty years ago (Karlsson 2000: 9).
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The description he and others painted, of a community growing rich through engagement in 
global cash crop markets, stood in contrast to the pathways of betterment that were dominating 
the region at the time –– political movements grounded in ritualised performances of ethnic 
identity. Set in contrast to this social landscape, these ideas of flux, development and unsettling 
modernity were exciting and new, and I was glad to explore ideas a step removed from the 
colonial legacy of ‘tribal anthropology’ and the tendency for South Asian anthropology to locate 
as its focus the ‘suffering subject’ (Robbins 2013). I made immediate preparations to work in 
Moro-Manga, taking my Indian driving licence and purchasing a second-hand jeep in 
Kalimpong town. I moved to Moro-Manga in March 2015, initially as a pilot visit with a former 
research assistant from Ilam in eastern Nepal, who assisted with initial enquiries. A schoolteacher 
from Moro-Manga kindly offered to assist me during my stay, and we began full-time field 
research in May 2015. He quickly figured out the things I wished to know, and was himself 
interested in the possibility of learning more about the condition of people’s lives. He became an 
invaluable assistant and facilitator who brokered many introductions and introduced into 
conversation interesting lines of inquiry.

Throughout my stay I rented a vacant house from a Lepcha family in the hamlet of Middle 
Skyorutong. The head of the family is a Protestant (United Church of India) priest, and travelling 
together gave me an insight into Christian life in the area. Initially, my research focus was 
relatively open, and I made inquiries into broad aspects of social, cultural and religious life, as 
well as into the economic and ecological structures of cardamom production. Within a relatively 
short space of time, however, the latter became my primary focus, largely spurred on by my 
research companions, who were themselves searching for answers into the crisis in cardamom. 
The subject of agricultural decline and uncertainty –– and of lives lived in the wake of an 
agricultural boom –– came soon to be not only the focus of this thesis, but also the lens through 
which most other material came to be viewed.

Participant observation and semi-structured interviews were the main methods through 
which this research was pursued. My dialogues were conducted in kitchens and sitting rooms, in 
cardamom fields during breaks between periods of agricultural work, on the pillion seat of 
motorcycles and inside jeeps (where I was often the driver), and in roadside shops, momo stalls, 
bars and liquor dens. I ambled on foot with friends and interlocutors heading to work or school, 
and watched village football matches and archery competitions as a not-so-impartial spectator. I 
attended christenings, first Holy Communions, weddings and funerals. I made lifelong friends in 
some households, and was misunderstood or derided in others. For many interlocutors an initial 
interest in my research quickly changed to a feeling of disappointment, when it became clear that 
my work would not help in finding a solution to the ongoing problem of disease and blight.

In addition to my qualitative research, I carried out 39 household surveys, took records of  
historical patterns of price and yield in cardamom, and made GPS maps of the settlement. At 
certain moments these techniques blended into semi-structured interviews that drove 
conversation forward, and proved useful tools for framing more open-ended discussions about 
human and agricultural cultivation.

I spent weeks speaking with forestry officers, local historians, and civil servants with an 
interest in the region’s history, politics and ecology. With limited mobile phone signal in Moro-
Manga, and extremely poor internet connection, I was reliant on bi-monthly trips to Kalimpong 
town in order to maintain contact with my family and my doctoral advisors. Although I had 
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purchased a short-wheelbase jeep specifically so as not to take business from local service drivers, 
I was frequently asked to ferry individuals from Moro-Manga to Kalimpong, a six-hour journey. 
To prove myself useful, in a place where I was otherwise a novice, gave me a social role; to help 
connect households, and in doing so learn about the social linkages between Moro-Manga and 
other settlements, was extremely valuable.

A significant period of interruption to the field research arose in November 2015, when I was 
hospitalised with an illness that necessitated repatriation to the United Kingdom for treatment. I 
returned to Moro-Manga in late January 2016, but suffered another setback at the end of spring, 
when a fall on a mountain path led to a compound fracture to my right arm and wrist. Initial 
treatment in India was unsatisfactory, and the mobility in my right hand was significantly 
compromised, rendering simple actions such as writing and driving difficult and painful. With 
limited research time left I opted to stick it out and have the arm rebroken and reset in Bangkok 
immediately after my research visa expired in November 2016. While this afforded me longer 
research time, this final period was one where my research abilities were compromised.

An intensive language course in Kathmandu over Christmas 2014 had bolstered my Nepali 
proficiency. With Nepali being the region’s lingua franca and common language of everyday 
speech, I developed no fluency in any of the Tibeto-Burman languages spoken in the region (Rai, 
Lepcha, Sherpa, Tamang, Dzongkha) –– my abilities in these languages were restricted to simple 
greetings. Given the widespread dominance of Nepali and its predominance in most situations, 
this proved little hinderance to participant observation. English was a more useful secondary 
language, being spoken to some extent by almost all interlocutors under the age of 40 and in a 
few cases by older individuals. Interviews, surveys and informal meetings were most often carried 
out in Nepali, or a mixture of Nepali and English, according to the preference of my 
interlocutors and the limits of my abilities in Nepali. 

Although I cultivated a few close friendships with women of varying ages, in general most of 
my friends and very closest interlocutors in Moro-Manga were young to middle aged men, from 
various classes and ethnic groups. In Kalimpong, my friendship network was was more diverse in 
terms of both age and gender, but more restricted in terms of class. Although I developed good 
friendships with women in Kalimpong town, in Moro-Manga some women would sometimes 
only speak to me alone for a brief period of time –– particularly those who were single or recently 
married. I could often only spend substantial time with younger local women in the course of a 
group or family meeting, or in the course of conducting household surveys. By contrast, older 
women who I knew through my daily activities were more willing to invite me into domestic 
spaces and share insights into their lives. Mitigating this imbalance were the insights gleaned by 
my partner, Hannah, who made several long visits to Moro-Manga and made friendships with 
women and older girls in Skyorutong and neighbouring hamlets. Her presence brokered 
acquaintances and friendships of my own that otherwise would have been absent. Nevertheless, 
the relative paucity of insight into women’s lives, particularly those of younger women, is an 
unfortunate omission from this thesis.
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The structure of the thesis

This thesis is primarily concerned with the social and cultural changes that have come about in 
the wake of the decline of Moro-Manga’s cardamom industry, and the aspirations that my 
interlocutors hold in spite of their present conditions, which are characterised by the poisoning 
and blight that colours cardamom cultivation in a time of upheaval.

Chapter 1 gives an account of the region’s history, ecology and economy. I show how the 
particular colonial, religious and political histories of the eastern Indian Himalaya combined to 
make Kalimpong District a particular type of smallholder slot, in which education-driven social 
mobility, the legacy of colonial infrastructure, and the region’s exclusion from practices of 
organised plantation labour presented possibilities for smallholder advancement. I discuss the 
transition that smallholders made from subsistence to commercial cultivation, and the 
infrastructural developments that were built in Moro-Manga before the first waves of blight 
arrived in 1998.

In Chapter Two, I explore memories of the first crisis in production that arrived with 
cardamom fungus and blight in 1998. I examine the stagnation and suspension that has persisted 
since this time, and the aspirations that individuals still hold despite their present circumstances. 
Confounding the assumptions made by the traditional rural development trajectory, I reveal how 
individuals cling on to possibilities of betterment that often elude them. In the context of 
unproductive commercial agriculture, one would expect cultivators attuned to market logics and 
the drive to productivity to divest from unproductive crops. I show why this has not occurred, in 
part due to the failure of other cash crops to find success in the market. Exploring 
ethnographically the failure of broccoli cultivation, I argue that an absence of alternative market 
products and ongoing debt relations bind cardamom cultivators to their crops even as they fail. I 
show how the architecture and infrastructure of Moro-Manga –– particularly in the form of 
domestic houses –– indexes economic and social stagnation, and how labour practices have been 
refigured along lines of inter-household reciprocity, as cultivators seek to overcome the challenges 
of attenuated production.

In Chapter Three, I explore domestic and agricultural spaces, looking more closely at how the 
ongoing reconfiguration of inter-household labour relations and gendered labouring practices 
have arisen to fill the absence of migrant labour, which characterised the cardamom industry 
throughout the twentieth century. I describe techniques of cardamom production, including 
those that have been only partially taken up by cultivators, and highlight how the breakdown of 
previous political arrangements has given rise to new forms of state, local and religious authority. 
Alongside an account of the specifics of the region’s class and caste system (that differs greatly 
from the situation on the Bengal plains to the south and Nepal to the west), I describe the land 
holdings and tenancy arrangements of cultivators, sharecroppers and agricultural labourers, and 
their positions within the cardamom production process.

Chapter 4 explores the intimate relationships that cardamom cultivators hold with their 
cardamom crops and the pests and pathogens that sap their health. Engaging with a body of 
literature from the more-than-human turn in anthropology and related disciplines, I explore how 
floral and pathogenic agency are explained and understood as an integral part of smallholder 
livelihoods. Contrasting relationships held with cardamom fields to those held with game 
animals, I show how these sets of relations serve as ways through which subjects explore and 
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interact with uncertain agrarian economies and with the infrastructure and agents of the Indian 
state. Exploring the contradictions inherent in relations held between human and non-human 
life, I complicate readings of multispecies relationships that have contrasted ideas of mutuality, 
parasitism and non-cooperation.

In Chapter 5, I discuss the poisons that have arrived with the displacement of subsistence 
grain agriculture and the dominance of cardamom monocropping. Through an ethnographic 
account of relations of commensality in the market and domestic spaces, I show how village 
sociality has been reshaped by the imported foodstuffs and commercial alcohols that have 
substituted for the produce of subsistence farming, and practices of ritual poisoning that have 
increased in the wake of cardamom wealth. I situate these substances and practices of everyday 
life as they stand as evaluative markers for the trajectory of development, and explore how the 
moral evaluations made about them serve as a critique of cardamom driven modernity and the 
physical and social harms it can entail.

Chapter 6 examines the migration practices of some of my research companions, as a means 
through which to explore the wider conditions of living and labouring as a Himalayan citizen in 
contemporary India. Considering the low inputs of labour necessary to cardamom production, I 
give an ethnographic account of my interlocutors’ attempts to navigate periods of unlabouring 
through acts of ‘roaming’. Engaging with my interlocutors reflections upon their experiences 
labouring in other regions of India, I highlight how the cultural cosmopolitanism that 
characterises the eastern Himalaya is contrasted with the marginalisation that Himalayan subjects 
experience in the Indian labour market. I highlight how the antinomies that exist between these 
two conditions serve to shape individual aspirations.

More fundamentally, in Chapter 7, I return to the central question of cultivation in times of 
crisis to make an ethnographically-grounded account of the struggles of commercial cultivation 
in the anthropocene. Drawing together ideas of stalled human aspiration and perceptions of 
environmental change, I highlight how my interlocutors understand local and global debates 
around development and desire. I draw together the research questions that have been developed 
in the course of the thesis, and reflect upon the findings of this research.
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1. We were looking for a rock: settlement and cultivation in the eastern 
Himalaya

The conditions from which the cardamom smallholdings of eastern Kalimpong district grew were 
ones created by the expansion and governance of the British Raj. Throughout the nineteenth 
century, British imperial rule reshaped the borders, demography and socio-economic conditions 
of the South Asian Himalaya. Cardamom smallholders emerged as both products and agents of 
the frontier-making process of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries and the social 
and economic developments that were driven by the expansion of empire (Li 2014; Peluso 2017; 
Eden 1865).

This chapter outlines the colonial and post-colonial history of Kalimpong district, centering 
smallholders in an account of the broader social and political transformations of the region that 
begins with the large-scale population movements of Nepali janajati (indigenous) people into the 
region in the early nineteenth century. Combining archival and historical research with the oral 
histories of my interlocutors, I show how individual life histories and migration journeys were 
shaped by the development of colonial infrastructure and the actions of Christian mission and 
education. In the midst of this economic activity, opportunities for labour and trade emerged 
beyond the colonial enterprises of the region’s tea plantations. I trace the growth of the 
cardamom industry within the agricultural frontier of eastern Kalimpong district, noting in 
particular the labour arrangements, trading relationships and engagements with landscapes and 
ecologies that occurred as cardamom grew from a minor component in smallholders livelihoods, 
to become a major constituent of their material and symbolic lives.

Colonial rule in the Eastern Himalaya, 1820 - 1947

Beginning in the earliest decades of the nineteenth century, peoples from the hills and plains of 
eastern Nepal began to undertake migration journeys eastwards into India’s Darjeeling district. 
These were journeys carried out primarily by members of eastern Nepal’s janajati groups –– Rai, 
Lepcha, Tamang, Sherpa, Limbu –– who comprised a substantial proportion of the region’s 
population, particularly in the highlands and middle hills. These eastern regions had been only 
recently begun to be incorporated into the state of Nepal following the late-eighteenth century 
conquests of Prithvi Narayan Shah, who sought to annex these tribal principalities as a bulwark 
against British expansionism (Schmidt 2015: 137-8). Vassalage was established between local 
tribal headmen and centralised kingly authority, and a system of collectivised land tenure, kipat, 
implemented6.

V.B.S. Kansakar sees this expansion of Kathmandu Valley power, combined with the 
immiserating effects of kipat tenure, to have been the primary driver of the out-migration of the 
region’s janajatis (Kansakar 1980: 1-3). Christoph Fürer-Haimendorf, by contrast, identifies 
generalised population pressure and land scarcity in the eastern hills and plains as undermining 
the ability of the region’s peasantry to sustain their livelihoods (Fürer-Haimendorf 1977). Lionel 

6 This arrangement was ratified through a royal decree known as the Lal Mahor. This document, held by tribal 
headmen, mandated preferential land rights by virtue of ethnicity (Karki 2002: 205).
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Caplan and Richard English view land and resource scarcity as arising as a result of elite land 
capture by in-migrant Bahun-Chettri Hindus, a demographic shift that forced lower-caste 
janajati agriculturalists off their customary lands (Caplan 1970; English 1985), a process that was 
justified by the region’s new governers by the pretext that existing populations were unproductive 
and often heavily indebted (Hutt 1998: 195). In any case, by the early decades of the nineteenth 
century, the region’s tribal groups responded to these political, agro-ecological and demographic 
pressures by seeking out livelihoods in Sikkim, Darjeeling, and further east into British India, 
where there was said to be the promise of a quality of life exceeding that of feudal Nepal (Hutt 
1988). 

These migrants entered a region where their labour power was of increasing value.  The initial 
stages of British colonial rule in Bengal had proceeded largely as an exercise in revenue collection, 
with colonial administration exerting little control over broader aspects of social life (Kaviraj 
2000: 143). Beginning in the early nineteenth century, however, the expansion of colonial 
administration in the area brought substantial social change. The proximity of the eastern 
Himalaya to the commercial ports of the Bay of Bengal spurred industrial and agricultural 
development of the region, and before long the area around Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri came to see 
a concentration of extractive industries, primarily in tea and timber. If, as Mary Des Chene has 
argued, Nepal is characterised in part by its status as a non-postcolonial society, the Himalayan 
regions of northern West Bengal can perhaps be seen as the converse: a hyper-colonial society 
(Des Chene 2007). The socioeconomic character of the region was forged in the midst of 
imperial projects of expansion and administration.

India’s labouring classes were at the time characterised as a people with a disinclination 
towards heavy work, a sentiment summarised by James Mill, in his History of British India, who 
claimed that a ‘phlegmatic indolence pervades the nation’ (Mill 1817: 333). India’s adivasi 
communities were seen to be particularly averse to being incorporated into colonial development 
projects. In the Himalayan regions, tribal populations in particular were considered insufficient 
in both number and inclination to meet the labouring requirements of the region’s new 
industries, and migrant labour was sought from neighbouring lands (Chatterjee 2001; 
Bhattacharya 2012). Ongoing patterns of in-migration from eastern Nepal were encouraged, in 
part due to the characterisation of Nepalis as being well-disposed to arduous manual labour. The 
British soon employed the services of informal labour contractors to bring increasing numbers of 
labourers across the India-Nepal border (Middleton 2013). This drive eastwards was in part 
influenced by the deployment of the Gorkha regiments to India’s eastern provinces in the Sylhet 
Operation of 1817 (Subba 2002). The ‘beaten paths’ eastwards that were laid down by Gorkha 
soldiers recruited to defend India’s eastern provinces came to be established as regular migration 
routes (Nath 2006: 130).

In all parts of the country, changes in how labouring populations were categorised and 
understood came about alongside transformations to legal statutes designed to encourage the 
mobilisation of free labour. The passing of Act V of 1843 (the Indian Slavery Abolition Act) and 
the Indian penal code of 1860 occured at a time when labourers were in especially high demand 
on plantations and in mining and railway-building projects (Cederlöf 2003: 343). While 
opportunities for wage-labour and military service were abundant in the eastern Indian 
Himalaya, the migrant workforce arriving from Nepal was not offered any legal status as subjects 
of the British Raj. This fact would underpin the regional political struggles that emerged in the 
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twentieth century (Middleton 2013).
In the first decade after the 1835 grant of Darjeeling to British India by the administration in 

Sikkim more than 10,000 settlers had been attracted to the region from Sikkim, Nepal and other 
regions of India to work as tea garden labourers, wood cutters, porters and servants (English 
1985: 71). The scale of migration from Nepal was significant enough to draw the attention of the 
government in Kathmandu. In an order of June 1850, the Nepali Prime Minister Jung Bahadur 
Rana wrote to Col. Krishnadhwaj Kunwar describing the problem of mass emigration from the 
eastern hills and plains and ordering measures to restrict its continuation:

We have received reports that Limbus and Yakhas are leaving their kipat lands and 
homesteads and migrating to Sikkim and Darjeeling. Find out why they are doing so and 
keep them satisfied so that they may not do so in the future. Do not allow any inhabitant of 
that area to go abroad.
(Regmi Research Papers, vol. 64, cited in Subba 2002 and Nath 2006)

Whatever efforts Kunwar may have made were insufficient in halting the flow of outmigrants, 
which remained substantial. By 1850 the population of Darjeeling district had increased to 
22,000; by 1872 it stood at over 90,000 (Subba 2008). As British enterprise in the eastern 
Himalaya expanded and further lands were annexed from the region’s kingdoms and princely 
states, Nepali settlers were encouraged to settle these newly-incorporated areas.

The Kalimpong Government Estate, 1865

Following the conclusion of the Anglo-Bhutan War of 1864-5, the Treaty of Sinchula sealed the 
annexation of former areas of Bhutanese territory, including the Assam Valley and the Bhutan 
duars. Of this latter region was included the westernmost province of Bhutan that was brought 
into British India and established as the Kalimpong Government Estate. Within a short period of 
time, large numbers of migrants arriving in Darjeeling and Sikkim began to continue on east into 
this newly-opened frontier, then a region sparsely populated by Bodo and Bhutia communities 
that had historically been distant from Bhutanese central administration (Sinha 2001: 27). 
Although small in number, the Government of India made efforts to ensure that these extant 
populations were not to be easily displaced by Nepali in-migration. Beatrice Miller, in her study 
of monasticism in Kalimpong, highlights the efforts made in the land acts of the period to 
control potential displacement triggered by regional population movements:

‘In the Kalimpong subdivision, British policy was somewhat more active. The Act X of 1859 
[Bengal Rent Act], laying down the rights and obligations of tenants on the land and the 
terms of leases to be granted, had already come into effect. This protected the interests of all 
who had previously occupied the land for a period of twelve years. Furthermore, by the terms 
of the agreements between British India and Bhutan, many of the old land settlements made 
under Bhutanese rule were retained. In addition, the British were not eager to utilise too 
much of this area for tea cultivation. Thus the British could attempt to restrain Nepali 
immigration.’ (Miller 1958: 118)
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In his introduction to the 1953 West Bengal District Handbook, Registrar-General Mitra 
similarly recognised these restrictions upon the establishment of large-scale agro-industrial 
enterprise, in the process highlighting additional restrictions placed on the transfer of land to 
individuals both from the plains and from Nepal:

‘After Kalimpong was annexed, Government would not lease any portion of it for tea 
cultivation except for very special reasons. Transfers of holding in the Hill Khas Mahals of the 
District from hillmen to plainsmen have not been permitted and except for special reasons, 
transfers from Bhutias and Lepchas to Nepalis have not been allowed in the Kalimpong Khas 
Mahal.’ (Mitra 1953: 118).

The administration of the Kalimpong Government Estate was, in Miller’s view, characterised by a 
‘dedication to the benefit and uplift of its tribal peoples’ and to the ‘preservation of the nation’s 
cultural heritages’, factors that she saw as preventing the “Nepalization” of the region extending 
from the Indo-Nepali border to Burma (Miller 1959: 119). In spite of these efforts, Nepali in-
migration continued apace, producing such a dramatic demographic shift in the northernmost 
regions of West Bengal that by the latter-half of the twentieth century both sides of the India-
Bhutan border region had become predominantly Nepali in their ethnic and linguistic character 
(Evans 2013). The proscriptions upon commercial tea cultivation were more crucial in shaping 
the region’s ecology and economy: while Darjeeling district became entirely dominated by the tea 
industry, Kalimpong developed into an agrarian society of smallholders (Viehbeck 2017: 3). This 
smallholder slot provided the conditions that allowed cardamom to emerge as a key part of rural 
livelihoods (Peluso 2017).

“We were looking for a rock but we found God”

A popular local folktale tells a different story of how Kalimpong district resisted the imposition of 
commercial tea cultivation and resultant land dispossession. During my fieldwork I heard this 
story several times. It was once vividly acted-out for me while I waited for a service jeep in a 
dhaba in the motor stand at Kalimpong town. It tells of how when the British first came to this 
part of the Indian Himalaya they wished to see which lands were suitable for the cultivation of 
tea, and so gave to representatives of each of the region’s indigenous groups handfuls of tea seeds, 
which they instructed them to plant in their villages. One representative from the Lepcha tribal 
group returned to his home just outside Kalimpong town, whereupon he was met by an elder. 
The man cautioned that if the seeds were to be planted in the ground they would grow well, and 
the British would then force the people to labour to cultivate and harvest the crop; if he failed to 
plant the seeds the British would simply seize the land by force. The two men discussed the 
problem throughout the night, and by the morning had found a solution: the seeds were to be 
scattered in the ground, as instructed, but not before they had first been boiled in water for an 
hour to prevent their germination.
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Moro-Manga histories of migration tell of families moving through Darjeeling district to 
settle the villages that now lie on the Bhutan border, in the process avoiding being incorporated 
into the labour force serving the tea and timber industries. Several elder interlocutors spoke of 
their ancestors’ journeys being made in search of the large rock that sits high above the water 
aside the western bank of the Medicine River (dobai khola), a branch of the River Torsa that is 
praised for the medicinal qualities of its waters. For more than a century, in the shallows 
downstream of this rock, sheltered from the river’s strong currents, wooden bathing frames have 
been erected. Into these frames, hot stones are placed to warm the mineral-rich waters. One 
evening at the beginning of June 2016, Birman Rai explained to me that this was the place where 
the village of Moro-Manga was first established, nearby a small hamlet of Bhutia rice cultivators. 
“That stone that everybody has told you about, that is where our place was founded”, he 
explained.

This large rock, down in the riverbank, this is where we all came to, near to where the Bhutia 
have always lived. It has not changed. In the great flood of 1968 all of the other rocks were 
smashed and broken but this one did not even move in the water! It had been recommended 
long ago by the bijua (Rai shaman) as something special, which is why we came here. During 
that flood one man was saved by this rock, after he fell from the cliff into the Medicine River. 
He clung to it, sat upon it. It was so powerful that it didn’t move and he was safe sitting atop 
it. This is what this place is to us.

The location of this story lies around 500 metres from the official line of the Indo-Bhutanese 
border, the furthest edge of the region incorporated as the Kalimpong Government Estate after 
1865. Birman’s ancestors, then, had travelled from the east of Nepal, probably from the regions 
around Ilam, Taplejung, or just west of the Arun River. They had journeyed through the 
developing colonial sanitaria of Darjeeling and Kalimpong, finding themselves at the very edge of 
British India. The encounters that these journeys became entangled with were more than 
material. As Birman finished his account of his ancestors’ migrant journeys, he asserted that the 
journey eastward had brought about the greatest transformation by placing his ancestors in a 
place to receive Christian teachings. “We were looking for a rock”, he told me, “but we found 
God.” The establishment of Darjeeling and Kalimpong as centres of Christian mission and 
instruction has been substantial in shaping the sociocultural dynamics of the wider region. It was 
into this expanding Christian community that Birman’s ancestors travelled, one which has 
provided another set of social distinctions between the Kalimpong hills and the predominantly 
Hindu, Bengali plains. The institutions founded in this era, most notably the prestigious 
educational institutions of Darjeeling and Kalimpong towns, have come to offer significant 
possibilities for social advancement.
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  PERIOD INDIA & THE DARJEELING HILLS            MORO-MANGA

1750 - 1864 Cross-Himalayan trade centred upon 
Kalimpong town. Struggles between 
Nepal, Sikkim and Bhutan for regional 
control. British colonial expansion.

Establishment of Bhutia 
settlements? Subsistence 
cultivation? First 
cardamom production and 
trade?

1864 - 1900 Anglo-Bhutan War & Treaty of Sinchula; 
incorporation of Kalimpong into British 
India. Encouragement of Nepali in-
migration. Early Christian mission work.

Settlement by Nepali tribal 
groups. Sale of cardamom, 
non-timber forest products 
and ginger & broom?

1900 - 1945 Greater spread of Christian mission. 
Expansion of Darjeeling and Kalimpong 
towns as sanitaria and centres of 
governance and education.

Expansion in cultivation of 
cardamom, alongside 
ginger and broom

1945 - 1965 Indian independence from British rule. 
Expulsion and internment of Kalimpong’s 
Chinese population in the wake of the 
1962 Sino-India War.

Increasing intensification 
of cardamom production. 
Construction of first large 
churches.

1965 - 1985 Increasing prominence of the Gorkhaland 
movement. Mass tourism in Darjeeling 
and Kalimpong towns.

Gradual abandonment of 
subsistence agricultural 
production. Migrant 
labourers begin arriving 
from eastern Nepal. 

1985 - 2000 Economic liberalisation of India’s 
economy. Gorkhaland movement 
intensifies. Expulsion of Lhotshampa 
from Bhutan.

Peak years of cardamom 
production. 

2000 - present Gorkhaland movement political action 
ebbs briefly before reemerging in 2010s. 

Viruses and fungi wipe-out 
cardamom production. 
Alternative cash-crops are 
tried, all of which fail. 
Cardamom tentatively 
returns, its harvests 
attenuated.

TABLE 1: Timeline of developments in India, the Darjeeling Hills, and Moro-Manga since 1750, after Li 
(2015: 25)
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Missionaries and schoolmen

The geographical and temporal extent of British control over India can give the impression that 
the subcontinent was once home to a sizeable British population. David Gilmour’s analysis 
(2005) gives the lie to this picture, outlining the reality of a comparatively small expatriate 
population –– numbering only 150,000 by 1901 –– that excepting soldiery was mainly clustered 
in colonial centres, primarily the provincial capitals and hill stations (Gilmour 2005: 14). 
Kalimpong and Darjeeling towns quickly outgrew their origins as sanatoria for sick colonial 
administrators and centres of respite from the heat and diseases of the plains, evolving into 
communities of expatriates and local elites that assumed strategic and administrative significance. 
Like other hill towns across India, they served ‘as sites of refuge and as sites of surveillance’, from 
where the British could simultaneously attempt ‘to engage with and to disengage from the 
dominion they ruled’ (Kennedy 1996:1). Concurrently, they came to play a role as centres of 
recreation, education and religious invocation for a population largely cut adrift from the 
institutions that had governed their lives at home –– institutions that came to be recreated in situ 
(see Buettner 2004). The first British schools in the hills were established in Darjeeling and 
Kalimpong in 1846 and 1887 respectively; some, like Darjeeling’s St. Paul’s, were established 
firmly along the lines of the British public school system; others were arranged to impart more 
explicitly religious instruction. Unlike elsewhere in India there was little backlash by local elites 
against the Westernisation of education (Subramaniam 1979: 131); the region’s ethnic 
heterogeneity meant that following British withdrawal in 1947 there was largely a continuity in 
the running of these institutions (Viehbeck 2017: 3).

While Darjeeling remained the political capital of the eastern Indian Himalaya, Kalimpong 
came to function as the region’s missionary centre. Missionaries were aware of the town’s strategic 
position in the region as a base for proselytisation of the wider trans-Himalayan region. John 
Anderson Graham, the founder of Kalimpong’s first orphanage and mission school, made explicit 
this potential for far-reaching mission in his 1897 report on the area, ‘On the Threshold of Three 
Closed Lands’ (Graham 1897). Beginning in the final decades of the nineteenth century, sizeable 
numbers of Christian missionaries began to settle in the town, occupying a prominent place 
within the new urban population of Europeans, Anglo-Indians and Bengalis that had been 
implanted within the existing Lepcha, Bhutia and Nepali communities. Kalimpong was 
transformed by this insurgence of Christian mission, and the attendant medical and educational 
facilities that later gave rise to its reputation as a centre for elite education (Viehbeck 2017: 3-5). 
Following his stay in the town in the early 1920s, William Montgomerie McGovern emphasised 
the preponderant role that Christian institutions played in Kalimpong’s governance:

Darjeeling is essentially an official post, and there the missionaries play a very minor and 
subdued part even in the social life of the place. In Kalimpong, on the other hand ... the 
missionaries reign supreme. All the important buildings belong to the Scotch [sic] 
Presbyterian mission, which also owns large tracts of land in the district. The senior 
missionaries, therefore, form the local aristocracy, overawing even the British-Indian officials; 
and Dr. Graham, the head of the mission, is the uncrowned king of Kalimpong, the arbiter 
and dispenser of justice even to those not inside the Christian fold.
(McGovern 1924: 21-22)
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From the earliest decades of the nineteenth century then, Kalimpong town was established as a 
centre of colonial governance strongly influenced by Christian mission. Alex McKay’s (2007) 
research into colonial biomedicine in the eastern Himalaya has shown how the activities of 
missionaries were the lynchpin of the ‘trio of great evangelistic agencies’ that incorporated 
educational institutions and medical services (McKay 2007: 57; see: Graham 1897: 84). The 
curative powers of Western medical practice worked in part to contest the power of indigenous 
medical specialists, serving as a demonstration of Christ’s power that aided in conversion of the 
local population (McKay 2007: 60). Converts were increasingly drawn from the lower echelons 
of society, particularly from the region’s indigenous communities. John Bray (1992: 372-3) has 
recognised the marginal success that the Moravian mission had in proselytising among the 
region’s elites, a contrast to the picture that emerged in the course of the nineteenth century, 
where the great majority of converts were drawn from the Lepcha and the community of lower-
caste Nepalis. A generation of indigenous youth, trained in Kalimpong schools, churches and 
medical establishments, continued to further the development of Christian mission and the 
‘indigenisation’ of Western medicine throughout India’s northeast (McKay 2007: 74 - 79). As 
elsewhere in India, these local leaders came to be significant agents of religious and social change 
throughout the eastern Himalaya (Frykenberg 2003).

This was the changing social environment into which migrant people from Nepal, Bhutan, 
Tibet and China flowed, in the process coming to encounter institutions, goods and ideas 
emanating from Britain, other British-ruled Indian territories, and centres of European 
missionary activity (Sharma 2017: 31). In some Moro-Manga families, the significance of such 
encounters is written into their migrant histories, signalling the beginning of their engagement 
with Christian worship and teaching. Such encounters served as a demarcation between ancestral 
wandering and more recent, place-based and centred histories, in which Christian worship was 
embedded in locations and institutions.

A schoolmaster’s story

One early morning in late July of 2015, at the beginning of an entirely cloudless day, I sat with 
Paul Sherpa by the window of his kitchen, a small wooden building situated adjacent to his 
house in Middle Skyorutong. Below us, his land fell away into the steep valley where he 
cultivated cardamom and ginger, before rising twenty metres away to form a ridge that marked 
the boundary of his land. Along this bluff grew a line of thin, spindly trees. “I cannot remember 
what you call them, but they don’t usually grow here”, Paul declared. “Okhara, we call them. 
They have a sweet nut inside.” Paul called from the window to his grandson, who several minutes 
later came running into the kitchen holding a handful of walnuts.

These trees must have come with Edmund Eikmann, I think, or with the German, 
Hofstadter. Someone from your place was fond of okhara! Macfarlane and Dr. Graham came 
before that time, of course...
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Paul listed for me the missionaries and schoolmasters who had come to Moro-Manga and the 
wider Darjeeling hills: Macfarlane, who had built Kalimpong’s first church; Swiss pastor Martin 
Abekolt; Father Dr. John Graham; Father Martin Ray; Father Leonard Molomoo, the Lepcha 
Catholic from Sikkim who helped to build Moro-Manga’s first church in 1946, on land high 
above the motor stand; Fathers Eikmann and Hofstadter.

The lineage that Paul recounted is an apt illustration of what Moro-Manga Christians choose 
to speak of when recounting the histories of their settlements and the wider region. The Christian 
institutions that had proliferated across the hills came to play significant roles in individual life 
trajectories in youth and adulthood. Paul’s life was an example of this. Educated in Christian 
schools and a university in Kalimpong, he arrived in Moro-Manga at the age of 26 to become the 
head of a Christian primary school, before establishing Skyorutong’s first secondary school in 
1980 on land adjacent to his house.

Paul’s grandparents had been farmers in Kalimpong’s Maria Busty at least as far back at 1948, 
and his parents had continued to farm that land, which was then passed to his older brother. He 
was the first member of his family to pursue a profession outside of agriculture. His transition 
into Christian teaching was later followed by his two daughters, who received higher 
qualifications (a higher diploma and an MA) and continued on to teach in Skyorutong High 
School and the Himalayan Boarding Institute. “I am quietly satisfied”, he told me that morning, 
as we chewed walnuts and sipped black tea, “God has done so much for me. In his love I could 
do something for others. I had to.”

We never solved the riddle of who had brought the first walnut trees to Moro-Manga,7 but 
Paul was adamant that they were already growing on this land when he moved to Skyorutong. It 
seemed important to him that their seeds were brought to Moro-Manga by one of the 
missionaries he had named. In the story as Paul told it, these individuals had not merely brought 
to the hills the moral directions of Jesus and the possibility of next-worldly salvation, but had set 
the foundations stones of institutions that provided better life chances for individuals in this 
world. In running through his history of the missionaries and schoolmasters who had come to 
the Darjeeling hills, he took pains to clearly state which individuals had made the journey to 
Moro-Manga. Even the great Dr. John Graham, he told me, although occupied with the 
construction of churches, mission schools and workhouses for the poor and destitute in 
Kalimpong town, had taken time to send missionaries out to Moro-Manga and its surrounding 
hamlets.

After 10 years of Dr Graham’s Homes being established its education quality was the same as 
St. Paul’s School! Can you imagine that? You know that Dr. Graham sent missionaries to 
Moro-Manga? Right here! Of course, it wasn’t until 45 years later that the Roman Catholic 

7 Juglans regia, known in most of the world as the English or common walnut, is endemic to the higher regions of the 
eastern Himalayan forests near Darjeeling. In 1854, naturalist Joseph Hooker wrote of walnut’s place as a 
component in the landscape:

“From Kurseong a very steep zig zag leads up to the mountains through a magnificent forest of chestnut, walnut, Oaks and 
laurels. It is difficult to conceive a grander mass of vegetation:—the straight shafts of the timber-trees shooting aloft, some naked 
and clean, with grey, pale, or brown bark; others literally clothed for yards with a continuous garment of epiphytes…”

I concur with Paul’s suggestion that a priest may have planted the trees, perhaps having brought them from 
Darjeeling; I found none in Moro-Manga beyond the boundaries of his land.  
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Church arrived. Father Martin Ray came from Godak and preached but the CNI had already 
captured most of the people and they objected to him. Still, he bought a plot of land for the 
future…

As the morning drew on, and Paul told me more stories from his younger days, it became hard 
for me to avoid drawing the conclusion that he saw his life’s work as a continuation of the 
expansionary endeavours of those early European missionaries. His early adulthood and middle 
age had been characterised by his efforts to expand Christian teaching and education in Moro-
Manga, largely through the construction of Skyorutong High School. Now retired, he could 
watch with some satisfaction as his two daughters followed in his footsteps. Only for his son, 
Alexander, he said, did he have some concerns, many of which had been assuaged in the last 
months. Alexander had recently begun working as a foreman overseeing the construction of a 
nearby Protestant (UCI) church, and had stepped into his new role with enthusiasm.

Throughout all of Paul Sherpa’s endeavours, his household income had been supported by 
cardamom money. During the early years of Skyorutong High School, the income from his 
cardamom harvest had gone towards paying teachers’ salaries and administration costs, and had 
allowed him to take time away from his regular teaching duties to oversee the construction of 
classrooms. The boom in commercial cardamom cultivation in the latter half of the twentieth 
century had underpinned his endeavours in expanding Christian teaching.

Carpology, cardamom, and the Kalimpong hills

Unlike the more commonly cultivated and widely distributed green cardamom (Elettaria 
cardamomum), large or black cardamom (Amomum subulatum) is grown only in the eastern 
Himalaya, in parts of India, Nepal and Bhutan. Its current spread is extensive and continually 
increasing, yet its deeper cultivation history in the region is somewhat occluded. Fitzpatrick 
(2011: 133) makes the case for it being ‘produced, taxed, traded and even smuggled as far back as 
200 years ago’, having found in the Regmi Research Collection evidence for cardamom trade 
across the Indo-Nepal border in 1791 (see Regmi 1980: 145). This correlates with the mention of 
cardamom in Francis Hamilton’s account from Nepal dating from around 1814, in which ‘a large 
species of cardamom’ is described as being ‘a most valuable article of cultivation’ in the region 
(Hamilton 1819: 74; Regmi 1983: 53).

It seems most likely then that black cardamom cultivation was significant enough by the 
nineteenth century to comprise a notable part of the regional economy. Although Fitzpatrick 
(2011: 132) notes the crop’s somewhat conspicuous absence in the extensive botanical writings of 
Joseph Hooker (1854), by the time of the first surveys of Kalimpong district in the late 
nineteenth century some attention was being paid to its cultivation. In the Bengal gazetteer of 
1907, L.S.S. O’Malley noted the cultivation of cardamom in Kalimpong district as taking place 
in almost all regions below 4,000ft in elevation, concentrated on shaded areas supplied with good 
irrigation, most often along river valleys (O’Malley 1985 [1907]: 65-6). In his ‘First Report on 
the Survey and Settlement of the Kalimpong Government Estate’, Charles Alfred Bell recorded 
that the extent of cardamom cultivation had increased from 529 acres to 1,415 acres in the 
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period between 1902 and 1919. In additional remarks, he expressed regret that there had been 
such an increase, ‘as the production of the crop involves labour under unhealthy conditions, and 
it is sold through middlemen who get an undue share of the profits’ (Bell 1905: 26). 

By the time of Bell’s report cardamom cultivation already played a sizeable role in Moro-
Manga’s agricultural make-up: of the village’s total area of 4,992 acres, 82.3 were devoted to the 
crop, giving an annual return of 882.5 rupees/year (a rate of 10R/acre) (Bell 1905: iv). By 
contrast, the area set aside for dry crop cultivation (largely maize) was 69.11 acres; only 3.22 
acres was allocated for terraced rice paddy (Bell 1905: vi-vii). Moro bazaar was one of only ten 
weekly (haat) bazaars in the Kalimpong Government Estate, and the one situated furthest east; at 
the time of Bell’s survey it held a weekly market on Thursdays on the same acre of land where the 
bazaar is currently located. Yet such enterprise should be put in context: along with the markets 
at Nimbong, Kankibong, Samalbong and Buddhabari, Moro’s bazaar was considered of small 
enough importance that no rents were levied upon its shops and market stalls (Bell 1905: 3).

This account corresponds to the tales my older interlocutors told of their parents’ and 
grandparents’ early engagements with cardamom during the first decades of the twentieth 
century. Although the spice was already in some demand, there was yet to develop the extensive 
networks of traders and middlemen that orchestrated production in the latter half of the 
twentieth century. Harvests were carried down on foot to the market at Matelli that bestrides the 
Murti River, a journey of around ten hours. Cardamom was exchanged here for rice and other 
staple grains that could supplement household diets, or was otherwise sold for cash or exchanged 
for small commodities, primarily salt and tobacco. Rice was then a minor component in a diet 
centred around millet, corn, maize and oats –– the latter most often made into oat pancakes 
(gorkhepija). “There wasn’t any business at all in Moro, back then”, one farmer told me, “and so 
this is what we had to do [for cash money]… Sixty years ago we carried the cardamom to Matelli 
and Jhalong for 30 rupees per mann”. Both settlements were then undeveloped hamlets, and it 
was common for people to shelter for the night in nearby caves before making the return journey 
to Moro-Manga the following day. For all households that cultivated it, cardamom was at this 
point an additional income to the main crops of millet, ginger and broom.

By contrast to the agrarian relations on the plains of Bengal, in the early decades of the 
twentieth century the conditions of cultivation for Moro-Manga smallholders must have already 
looked rather favourable. Bengal in the period following the Permanent Settlement of 1793 has 
been described by Stuart Corbridge as characterised by an ‘involution of the countryside’, as 
changes in the agrarian political economy of the province saw the promotion of ‘rack-renting 
landlordism rather than capitalist farming’ (Corbridge 2010: 306). Geographer Sharad Chari 
contrasts this concentration of power among a class of large landowners with the opportunities 
for capitalist agrarian development that emerged upon frontiers and in peripheral regions where 
the development of the smallholding peasantry was supported:

‘[T]he colonial attempt to create improving landlords through the Permanent Settlement of 
Bengal met with little or no success, resulting in practice in the consolidation of a parasitic 
class of absentee landlords and the stagnation of agriculture. Agrarian capitalism in India has 
taken root in areas of the north-west and south that were ryotwari areas, where the colonial 
state granted long-term leases to smallholders, and where the postcolonial lndian state has 
supported the interests of rich peasants, or “kulaks,” against parasitic landlords.’ (Chari 2004: 
40)
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In spite of the agricultural torpidity present in the province, then, Kalimpong subdivision 
emerged as an uncommon site, wherein smallholders could realise livelihoods without the 
authority of larger landlords. As identified by Beatrice Miller (1958) and Registrar-General Mitra 
(1953), the prohibition on the transfer of land from hillsmen to plainsmen sequestered the 
Kalimpong hills from elite land capture, and from the development and gradual intensification of 
landlordism. Few substantial socio-economic changes emerged to cleave out exceptions from this 
pattern of middle caste smallholders. The absence of tea garden plantations meant that the 
district had ‘little scope’ of giving birth to the ‘coolie settlements’ that became so prominent in 
Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and which effected 
transformations in these areas’ social and ethnic make-up, later providing the groundswell of 
support for the Gorkhaland movement (Subba 1983: 30; Middleton 2015). 

It is unfortunate that scholarship on the eastern Himalaya has persistently overlooked the 
specificities of agrarian development in Kalimpong district –– a ‘unique history’, as Tanka Subba 
has recently noted, that ‘offers an important means to internally differentiate’ the character of the 
Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills in regional scholarship (Subba 2018: 263). In contrast to 
Darjeeling, where large-scale capital investment shaped the mode of agricultural production, 
cultivation in Kalimpong district remained largely the purview of the smallholder, whose 
progressive engagement with commercial cultivation took place absent a population of high caste 
landowners and protected from land dispossession by outsiders. The smallholder slot opened up 
with the creation of the new agrarian frontier largely maintained these characteristics, which were 
critical to the pattern of development in commercial cardamom cultivation.

The smallholders of Kalimpong district quickly found themselves embedded within the 
wider-scale economic development of the eastern Himalaya that unfolded towards the end of the 
nineteenth century. As Sherry Ortner has noted, British economic activity in India’s northeast 
most often opened up ‘a wide range of opportunities for wage labor, trade, and petty (even 
grand) entrepreneurship [that] either enhanced existing patterns of opportunity, or offered 
attractive alternatives to economic binds’ (Ortner 1989: 102). The production of cardamom for 
global markets was one of these alternatives, which emerged within a larger expansion of British 
commercial concerns that historian Richard English has seen as constituting an epochal break in 
the region’s political economy. While before the region’s pax Britannia, state formation in the 
eastern Himalaya largely constituted ‘the gradual settling of tribal populations practising swidden 
agriculture’ in service of a centralised state, after this point the development of market-oriented 
agricultural production brought greater integration of the region into the nineteenth century 
world economy (English 1985: 61-2). Insulated from processes of exploitation of highland 
agricultural labour by plains elites, such as that which has been identified in eastern Nepal, and 
with forest frontier land available for the expansion of cultivation, Moro-Manga smallholders 
were poised to engage more fully with global commodity networks. Cardamom began to be 
planted more thoroughly and extensively throughout the twentieth century, with irrigation 
networks expanding to facilitate cultivation. The region’s system of haat bazaars have been long 
identified as the means through which peasant and artisanal commodities and commercially-
manufactured goods are circulated (English 1985: 65). During the latter half of the twentieth 
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century, Moro bazaar grew to be a central node in the region’s cardamom economy, through 
which harvests from as far away as western Bhutan and eastern Sikkim were often routed.

Caste, belonging, and the quest for recognition

It is impossible to understand the class and caste dynamics of the Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills 
without an account of the Nepali struggle for ethnic and political recognition in West Bengal, 
and how this movement has both shaped relations between society and the state and between 
castes. As Nilamber Chhetri (2018) has outlined in an account of the region’s political history, 
there has been a waxing and waning between periods where a pan-Nepali nationalism has been 
the driving force of regional politics and state-society relations, and moments where ethnic and 
caste politics have come to the fore. The latter have often served as vehicles through which people 
have sought to claim rights and recognition as Indian citizens; the former have instead sought to 
effect separation from Kolkata governance seen as illegitimate and unrepresentative. 

This counterbalance of ‘Gorkha’ and ‘tribal’ politics in the postcolonial period has its 
wellspring in the ethnic categories established under colonial rule, and is to a large part a 
continuation of the political and anthropological discourse that accompanied early practices of 
colonial state-making (Chhetri 2018; Dirks 2001; Appadurai 1993). Formed in the contestations 
of several states at the outset of British colonialism in the Himalaya, the political history of the 
pahār is one of ongoing turbulence formed in the movement of populations and the annexation 
of state and tribal territory. Since 1907, when the Hillmen’s Association of Darjeeling submitted 
a memorandum to the upcoming Indian Councils Act demanding the establishment of a separate 
state for the Nepalis of Bengal Presidency, the question of an administration separate from 
Kolkata has loomed large. Throughout the middle of the twentieth century, this movement for a 
separate state –– Gorkhaland –– began to emphasise regional practices of inter-ethnic marriage 
and social cohesion and play down differences of caste and class (Shneiderman 2001: 308). 
Once-discrete ethnic groups had begun ‘mixing to unprecedented degrees’, and indigenous 
languages had been supplanted by Nepali as ‘linguistic, cultural and religious distinctions 
blended in generative ways’ (Middleton 2015: 39). In this admixture of cultural fluidity and 
shared migration history there was seen an opportunity to foment a greater pan-Nepali identity 
that might have the stronger chance of being recognised by the Indian state. As social and 
educational changes, driven by the accessibility of mission school education, began to fuel the 
construction of an increasingly reflective Indian Nepali community, an ‘aspirational rhetoric of 
social progress and reform’ developed among its intellectuals (Chalmers 2009: 109). As former 
indigenous cultural practices fell away, new forms of ethnic solidarity and consciousness came 
into being.

In the aftermath of Independence, the ‘realities of postcolonial life’ became apparent to the 
Himalayan subjects of the pahār. As British rule came to a close with the promise of state 
recognition of the rights to recognition and self-determination unfulfilled, ‘[d]iscrimination, 
political marginalization, and a pronounced neo-colonization of the hills by West Bengal and the 
“people of the plains” only redoubled earlier exclusions’ (Middleton 2015: 41-2). Nepalis were 
now framed as minority citizens set against the majority Bengali population of West Bengal. As 
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the region’s traditional industries, tea and timber, came under the control of Bengali high caste 
elites, a general consensus began to form that West Bengal was extracting wealth from the region 
while offering little investment in return (Lacina 2009: 1006). 

Throughout the late twentieth century, rising prejudice and discrimination against the 
populations of the northeast manifested in acts of ethnic cleansing and communal violence in 
Mizoram, Assam, Meghalaya and Manipur as well as West Bengal, where violent clashes and the 
razing of settlements, often by West Bengal’s paramilitary forces, became common events, 
particularly in settlements on the border of the hills and plains (Middleton 2013: 18). 
Throughout the 1980s, a violent agitation brought social and political upheaval, as Gorkhaland 
activists sought to carve out a recognised space for Indian Nepalis. Under the auspices of the 
Gorkhaland National Liberation Front (GNLF), Subash Ghising and his supporters made open 
attacks against police and administrative buildings and instigated fortnight-long, region-wide 
bandhs8 (blockades/general strikes). Where friends and interlocutors in Kalimpong and 
Darjeeling remembered these times as ones of atrocious violence (see Middleton 2013: 18), in 
Moro-Manga my research companions told of isolation, scarcity and confinement, as the 
settlement was cut off from the rest of the pahār. These differing memories of the bandhs serve to 
locate people’s position –– both spatially and in terms of their level and type of involvement –– 
in these political struggles for pan-Nepali advancement.

The agitation of the 1980s seemed to have been partly quelled with the 1989 creation of the 
Darjeeling Gorkha Hill Council (DGCH), a semi-autonomous body that was founded to 
represent India’s ethnic Nepali population, offering a unified platform through which the hills 
could petition for development and recognition.

At the same time, however, countervailing trends were arising that sought to downplay 
collective Nepali identity in favour of the assertion of tribal identity. Since 1990, when the 
publication of the Indian Government’s Mandal Commission report recommended an improved 
set of reservations for Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs) and Other Backward 
Classes (OBCs), individual janajati groups had been quick to petition for individual group 
recognition and rights by emphasising their ‘tribal’ status (Middleton 2015). This trend was set at 
odds with the pan-Nepali identity that the Gorkhaland movement had sought to construct, in 
which an unimportance of caste and class and a fluidity of inter-ethnic mixing was considered an 
asset, and a marker of regional social development. Under the new terms of recognition, 
hybridity and inter-tribal connections became ‘something to be combated and/or 
suppressed’ (Middleton 2015: 47), and indigenous history and culture began to be channeled 
into forms of cultural performance easily understood by the logic of the ethnographic state: the 
dances, recitals, musical performances, and forms of ethnic dress that have come to stand as 
symbolic tools in ethnic groups’ struggles for special recognition and rights.

By the time of my arrival in the field in the spring of 2015, the janajati populations of the 
hills were beginning to reap the benefits of the last quarter century of adivasi groups “playing the 
tribal game”. Development boards had been established for the Lepcha (2013), Tamang (2014), 
Sherpa (2015) and Bhutia (2015) jatis, and housing and education initiatives were increasingly 
being directed toward individual groups. New blue-roofed cement-and-tin houses for the Lepcha 
had sprung up across the hills, their construction costs subsidised by the West Bengal 

8 Bandhs are a form of political protest common to India and Nepal in which the general public is expected to 
remain at home, businesses are forced to close, and road traffic is prevented from running.
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government. There was an expectation by members of other janajati communities that similar 
benefits would soon accrue to them. Yet, in tandem, informants expressed a wariness of what 
such group-level claims would mean for greater development in the hills and for the pan-Nepali 
push for a separate state. The accusation was often made that Kolkata was playing the colonial 
game of “divide and rule”, and banking upon janajati groups being placated with a smaller and 
more achievable, set of benefits. “It’s just like how the British did it”, my friend KP told me:

…it’s divide-and-rule all over again. If [Bengal] can break us up, then they weaken our claim, 
and maybe we are stupid enough to fall for it. But we can’t allow these gundas [gangsters, 
referring to the leaders of the GTA] to rule us either!

When my interlocutors and research companions variously asserted janajati (indigenous/tribal) 
or pan-Nepali identity, in certain places and at particular moments, it often seemed to be an 
attempt to control not only the terms of recognition emanating from the state (see Shneiderman 
2010: 307) but also of those originating in the social movements that claimed to speak on their 
behalf.

As Nicholas Dirks has highlighted, colonial rule in India can perhaps be best understood as 
an ‘ethnographic state’: an administration holding the assumption that the country could be 
ruled by ‘using anthropological knowledge to understand and control its own subjects, and to 
represent and legitimate its own mission’ (2001: 44). The gazeteers and pamphlets that from the 
middle of the nineteenth century detailed the religion, customs and cultures of the peoples of 
governed regions have been succeeded by comparable logics of cultural performance directed at 
the goal of state recognition (Dirks 2001: 150; Middleton 2015). As these have come into 
friction with the broader movements for pan-Nepali recognition in the hills, an ontological 
tension has emerged: (how) should one go about seeking recognition of a partial identity, when 
another identity must necessarily be sacrificed in the process? And as Townsend Middleton asks: 
‘[w]hat forms of difference count as viable identities? What do not? And what are the politics of 
such reckonings?’ (Middleton 2013: 15)

The collective realities of consciousness and self-understanding, and the conflictive reality of 
living within an evolving set of relationships and identities, has been cut through by this sea-
change; but its meaning and extent varies spatially across Darjeeling and Kalimpong districts. In 
the tea gardens, where the Gorkhaland movement has been traditionally grounded, the labouring 
classes still provide the groundswell of support for political mobilisation on ethnic grounds. 
Moro-Manga’s smallholders are more awkward political subjects (see Li 2014a: 278; 214b), 
largely disconnected from the movements of mass labour organisation, and socially and spatially 
mobile in ways unavailable to the landless; yet removed — and somewhat dismissive — of urban 
intellectual movements that promote the possibilities of advancement through either ethnic 
nationalism or the cultural revanchism of performative tribal identity. In place of any integration 
with regional political movements, smallholders have increasingly looked towards avenues for 
betterment grounded in their engagement with cardamom, despite an awareness that increased 
immersion in its markets contrives to reduce their ability to mitigate the precarity and risk 
attendant to commercial monocropping.
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From subsistence to dependence: the development of large-scale cultivation

From the middle years of the 1960s, Moro-Manga villagers began to slowly expand their 
cardamom holdings in order to take advantage of the new demand for the crop, and an increase 
in the wholesale price, which rose to around ten rupees per kilogram. Fields that had been 
formerly planted with millet, ginger, broom, or grains and vegetables for household consumption 
were increasingly given over to now more profitable cardamom cultivation. This transformation 
was initially gradual –– villagers estimate that by the beginning of the 1970s there were no 
households cultivating more than 200kg of cardamom per annum, and that the average quantity 
being cultivated was less than half that amount. This correlates with the period of the demand- 
and price-driven cardamom boom that Ian Carlos Fitzpatrick identifies across eastern Nepal 
(Fitzpatrick 2011: 133).

Until the end of the 1970s, Moro-Manga villagers produced almost all of the food consumed 
in the area, supplemented by stocks of rice that were traded for cardamom in Matelli, or later-on 
with traders arriving in Moro bazaar. Local food production was the bedrock of household life, 
and its production buffered villagers from shocks in the local markets for cardamom and ginger. 
In the lower villagers beneath Paten, on the main road to the plains, extensive rice and millet 
cultivation meant that there was a ready source of grain should Moro-Manga production fail to 
meet needs. In Bhutiagaon, wet paddy cultivation of rice, undertaken since before the 
incorporation of the region into British India, was still extensive. In all other regions, however, 
cardamom cultivation was gradually displacing subsistence cultivation. 

People found that the subsistence crops that they did continue to cultivate –– largely millet 
and vegetables –– did not return a sufficient yield each year to provide for household needs. They 
could no longer leave their fields fallow or practise crop rotation, as this would mean uprooting 
valuable cardamom plants. These two techniques, the traditional ways by which soil fertility was 
guaranteed and weeds and other pests kept at bay, were now redundant. Soon, the token areas of 
land still devoted to subsistence cultivation looked different. No longer serving to nourish 
households, these plots seemed to be missed opportunities –– patches from where further 
cardamom wealth could be secured. Increasingly, households sought to replant these fields with 
new cardamom saplings.

Some interlocutors claimed that the shock of this new income stream unsettled people’s 
relations with their land and agricultural practices. By the 1970s, households were no longer 
making long journeys by foot to sell their produce at markets on the plains. Middlemen were 
arriving in Moro-Manga to purchase cardamom pods, and were encouraging cultivators to supply 
them with more. Debt relations came to play a role in these relationships as middlemen extended 
lines of credit. “They had handfuls of money to give us”, one older interlocutor recalled, “none of 
us had never seen such an amount (kati wata) before.” Short-term advancement quickly pushed 
out any imperative for farmers to hedge their bets on cardamom. The double movement –– the 
‘firewall’, in Michael Dove’s words, that protects cultivators from complete market immersion –– 
was abandoned (Dove 2011). Relations between farmers and the cardamom market had almost 
imperceptibly tipped across a crucial threshold. Engagement in the market was now no longer a 
matter of opportunity but rather one of compulsion (Meiksins Wood 1997; 2002). Beween 1960 
and the 1990s, cultivators became increasingly reliant upon the market for almost all of the 
means of social reproduction, excepting domestic labour within homes (see Harris & Young 
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1981). Some people continued to make journeys to purchase rice from the community at 
Bhutiagaon or Paten, where wet rice paddies constituted a part of the livelihoods of smallholders. 
For the most part, however, households began to turn to the food brought up from the plains of 
Bengal that was sold at the weekly haat bazaar. By the mid-1990s, no household grew vegetables 
or grains in in any quantity that could meet household needs. What produce was grown, in small 
kitchen gardens, was considered something special, saved for significant occasions or gifted to 
family and friends.

Prior to 1960, cardamom had been accompanied by two other cash crops: ginger and broom. 
Ginger was grown adjacent to small kitchen gardens near to houses, broom in large, dense 
patches on steeper hillsides. Both crops were grown to sell at the markets at Matelli and Jhalong, 
and provided a ready source of income at different points of the year. As cardamom production 
intensified, ginger and broom came to play a more marginal role in meeting household market 
needs, yet neither were entirely abandoned. Almost every household continues to grow one or 
other crop as a small insurance against cardamom harvest failure, and to provide a secondary 
income during July and August, when the period of money crisis comes to the village. Neither 
crop, however, can compensate for the loss of cardamom income at harvest time. “[Cardamom] is 
ten times the value of ginger”, a friend explained, “we really have no alternative to it”.

This gradual and inexorable engagement with commercial cardamom production took place 
outside the familiar drivers of agricultural change, agricultural extension, government support or 
agribusiness corporations (Li 2014a). As in other contexts, formerly-migrant people came to be 
crucial actors in shaping the economic and ecological dynamics of the frontier (Geiger 2008).

Middlemen and merchants

India’s exports of black cardamom dramatically increased during the 1980s, in response to 
burgeoning global demand for the spice (Sarkar et al. 2017). Over the previous two decades 
connections had been made between Moro-Manga smallholders and local and regional traders in 
and around Chalsa and Siliguri who were seeking to increase their cardamom trading. With the 
dramatic increase in demand and production, these traders now began to visit the haat bazaar at 
Moro in advance of the harvest to arrange contracts with farmers and extend credit lines that 
came in the form of cash and, less commonly, goods. The paving of the road to Moro-Manga in 
1986 increased the ease of access to the village and cut the journey time to the plains by more 
than one hour. Over time, as middlemen and cultivators developed closer relationships, 
significant numbers of households accumulated debt that carried over from one growing cycle to 
the next. Many found that the only opportunity to prevent themselves being unable to pay off 
the debts incurred in previous years was to further expand cardamom production onto lands that 
had been hitherto reserved for subsistence cultivation.

Merchants and smallholders found themselves bound together. No plains merchant wished to 
cease lending to an already indebted farmer and take control of land that had been given as 
guarantee on the loan: Moro-Manga was simply too remote for agricultural land to be seen as 
attractive to manage. Small and moderate debts rolled over from one year to the next, and 
although memories are hazy, the general recollection is that plains merchants sought to mitigate 
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exposure by calling in part of the debt each year, which smallholders sought to service through 
household savings and occasionally through additional earnings gained from local wage 
labouring. 

For the emerging class of local merchants and moneylenders residing within Moro-Manga, 
the situation was different. They were more easily able to manage land that they took on in lieu 
of debt payments, often by leasing it out to sharecroppers rather than farming it directly. Familial 
relations, caste affiliation, the extent and length of time of the debt, and the social standing of the 
debtor determined how likely the creditor was to appropriate their land. The growth of local 
merchants was facilitated in part by proximity permitting other avenues of revenue and profit to 
cement their positions. Knowing the details of household indebtedness –– even of those 
households to whom they did not extend credit –– local merchants could buy up cardamom 
stocks when the price was at its lowest. A key moment in the agricultural year is the price slump 
that comes just before Dasain, when Hindu cardamom farmers across the Himalaya sell a 
quantity of their cardamom stocks to fund festive celebrations. Larger merchants from the region 
have long practised buying up this available stock, when its price falls, to store in their godowns 
and then sell during the price peaks that come in the period just before Christmas and again in 
early spring.

The rise of the local merchant class brought land dispossession for many smallholders who 
found themselves in serious debt, but for those who avoided such a situation social relations with 
merchants could offer opportunities. In the expectation that cardamom would continue to 
boom, throughout the 1980s and 1990s local merchants and middlemen were ready to offer large 
sums at competitive rates of interest, with the expectation that debtors would use this capital to 
increase their cardamom holdings. Almost every household did just that, until they had turned 
over all of their land to the cultivation of cardamom.

A nexus for migrant labour

From the beginning of the 1980s, as households’ cardamom yields increased, Moro-Manga 
smallholders began to employ seasonal labourers throughout the harvest season. Some of these 
workers came from eastern India, footloose and sometimes impoverished agricultural day 
labouers seeking alternative opportunities to those on the plains of Bengal or in Assam. Most, 
however, came from the east of Nepal –– in particular from Jhapa and Jilla districts that were the 
homelands of some of the original migrants to Moro-Manga in the nineteenth century. A 
significant number of these migrant labourers came from the Kulung tribal group, one of Nepal’s 
Kirati groups that includes the Rai.

One of the first Kulung workers to arrive in Moro-Manga, in either 1981 or 1982, was 
Thulé, then a 19 year-old agricultural labourer from a hamlet near Kankai in Jhapa district. At 
this time, Thulé told me, the flow of workers was irregular and piecemeal. Each harvest time, 
workers from Nepal arrived slowly, “almost one by one”(“eka eka garera… dherai bistarai”). Thulé 
played a crucial role in increasing this labour flow, making a concerted effort during his time 
back in Jhapa district to convince others of the labouring opportunities that were available in the 
cardamom fields of the Indo-Bhutanese border. Each year, as he made the 200km journey from 
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his natal village, he brought increasing numbers of fellow labourers. Throughout the 1980s, 
Thulé transitioned to playing the role of a labour recruiter and foreman, organising work parties 
throughout the harvest season.

By the middle of the 1980s, a pattern of relations had been established between smallholders 
and the migrant labour that worked to secure their harvests. Each year labourers would arrive –– 
largely a mixture of single men, brothers, and groups of friends –– to work the slopes from the 
lowest point to the highest. Elevation determines when cardamom fields come to fruition (see 
Table 2 and Map 3) and as cardamom fields successively ripened working parties would move up 
the hill, transferring their labour to farmers residing at higher altitudes. After they had finished 
working up to the peak of the growing band, some would remain to work the drying, bagging 
and storage of the crop; others returned immediately to Nepal.

Over time, relations between smallholders and migrant labourers took on more stable and 
intimate forms. Migrants began to return each year to the same landowners, who began to offer 
payment in cash, goods and accommodation, setting aside part of their residence to house their 
workers and purchasing blankets and clothes in addition to food and cash wages. Connections 
that Kulung men built with Rai households seemed to have been particularly close. Several 
interlocutors asserted that a shared Kirati culture brought larger Rai farmers to see the Kulung as 
lesser brothers (sano bhai) with whom they built ties of fictive kinship that in places extended 
beyond those of labouring together (cf. Carsten 2000).

Migrant labour became embedded in existing relations between smallholders, who would 
recommend working parties to their kith and kin in higher or lower growing regions. By the late 
1990s, a pattern had been established wherein migrant labour played a key component in a 
cultivation system in which the harvesting of different bands of cardamom were interlinked (see 
Map 3). Cultivators from higher regions would travel down to lower reaches in early autumn to 
contribute their labour to households bringing in their harvests. Later in the year this would be 
repaid by those households who they had worked alongside. Labour migrants made their way 
through these networks. As personal relationships developed, so did financial ones, as landowners 
became willing to extend lines of credit to labourers.

When fungus and blight first came to Moro-Manga, the extent of the damage to cardamom 
production and the drastic reduction in the size of harvests meant that for almost all migrant 
workers labouring opportunities abruptly ended. Many immediately continued on in search of 
alternative employment, in the coal fields of Assam or in the quarrying and mining industries of 
Sikkim and Bhutan; most returned to Nepal without pay. A small number remained in Moro-
Manga and took up sharecropping opportunites for smallholders looking to mitigate their losses, 
or diversified into more general labouring work. For many, immigrant status meant that they 
could not possess the paperwork and certification (ration, identity and Aadhaar cards) necessary 
to integrate with the Indian state and receive support from it, compounding their already 
marginal status.

Thulé was, he admitted, unique (eklai): by the time we first met he had long since been able 
to complete the paperwork to gain a ration card, and had also obtained BPL (Below Poverty 
Line) status and a card securing him NREGA –– the National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Agreement that provides 100 days work for rural workers. He had settled permanently on a plot 
of land ten kilometres below Skyorutong, where he had built a small wooden house. No longer 
able to earn a living as a labour contractor, he had transitioned to sharecropping two acres of land 
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adjacent to his home. Although his own circumstances seemed secure, he was concerned for 
other Kulung who had remained as sharecroppers without the legal entitlements that he holds. “I 
have my identification and my ration card”, he told me. “My children are safe. Two are underage, 
and so they do not need these things. But for us [migrant/Kulung] people, it is a problem.” He 
expected that another period of blight would produce an exodus of sharecroppers, perhaps to 
Sikkim or Rachela, places with younger cardamom plantations known to still produce a good 
weight of crop.

Infrastructure and development

There is a tendency among Darjeeling and Kalimpong elites to speak disparagingly about the 
rural areas and populations of the Nepali hills. Regional infrastructure is often of poor quality 
and badly maintained, in part a result of the corruption endemic to Indian public works and the 
failure of Kolkata politics to address the specific climatic conditions of Darjeeling and 
Kalimpong. The people of the remotest areas of the hills are often typecast by urban elites with 
the shorthand bastiko –– ‘of the village’ –– a term that elides a perception of rough manners and 
naïve simplicity, and a lack of the sophistication and worldliness deemed to be common among 
urban dwellers. Inherent to this picture is the idea of rural areas (bastis) being characterised by a 
lack of material development. 

Moro-Manga stood in contrast at least to the final component of this image, holding a 
reputation across the region for its high level of material development. In spite of these 
circumstances, development has been unevenly realised, and the region exhibits a strong degree 
of both inter- and intra-household wealth inequality. Notable inequalities exist between the lives 
and living conditions of smallholders and tenant farmers (see Chapter 3). Nevertheless, the 
region as a whole has seen substantial development. A significant proportion of households have 
invested cardamom earnings into new brick-and-cement houses, electronic goods, and cars and 
motorcycles. This is most pronounced in the centre of Moro bazaar, where over the course of the 
latter-half of the twentieth century a hamlet of low, wooden dwellings rose into a cluster of four- 
and five-storey high buildings, a mixture of commercial premises and private residences.

I never experienced a similar level of shock to that described by my acquaintance from the 
Public Works Department, who awoke in Moro-Manga one morning amazed at the opulence of 
his surroundings (see Introduction), yet there were moments in which contrasts between differing 
conditions of life brought me up sharp. One weekday afternoon in winter, having just 
interviewed a large family living together in a two-room wooden house heated only with a central 
clay oven, I entered the house of the adjacent smallholder and stepped into a fully modern fitted 
kitchen, complete with modern appliances. 

Strong contrasts were evident between the condition of private and public infrastructure in 
the region. The tarmacing of the road from the Bengal plains to Moro bazaar in the mid-1980s 
had increased the ability for smallholders to bring their crops to the market, and drew in 
middlemen from the surrounding region. This intensification of trading activity had been one of 
the main stimuli for the final development and extension of cardamom production, as families 
expanded their holdings. The road falling into disrepair in the mid-2000s did not stem this 
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activity, but added several hours of additional travel time to traders’ journeys. With cardamom 
still generating substantial returns for families there was little incentive for cultivators to pursue 
diversification or to engage with agricultural extension programmes such as those of the 
Kalimpong Farmers’ Club or Krishi Vigyan Kendra.

The final years of the cardamom boom saw the solidification of households’ positions and 
heavy investment into education and housing. A stark generational divide in education began to 
emerge, with parents who had achieved only Class 3 and Class 4 passes seeing their children go 
on to higher education. Families seeing an influx of good cardamom wealth were increasingly 
leveraging this into social mobility, via the region’s prestigious private educational establishments. 
During the same period, religious communities began to invest in church building programmes. 
From having just one church at the centre of Moro bazaar in 1948, by the turn of the 
millennium the landscape from Paten to Manga was scattered with churches from various 
Christian denominations.

Expansion into the high forest

Prior the dominance of cardamom cultivation, smallholder market engagement did not take the 
compulsory, competitive form that later emerged. The conjuncture that arrived in Moro-Manga 
in the 1960s set the ground for the large-scale transformation of social and economic relations 
and labouring practices. At the same time, it led to a reorientation of human relationships to the 
environment. As Tania Murray Li asserts, ‘[a] conjuncture isn’t a seamless whole. Its elements 
collide and jangle. They foreclose some pathways and open others’ (Li 2014: 149). One pathway 
that became closed off was that of smallholders’ relationship to the high forest, which was cleared 
and displaced in favour of increased commercial cardamom production in the final years before 
the new millennium.

In 1997, Manoj Tamang, a young political activist from Moro-Manga, returned from a brief 
stay in Darjeeling. He claimed that he had found within a section of the Forest Rights’ Act legal 
provision for each villager in Moro-Manga to claim and clear an acre of forest land for 
cultivation, in the area to the west of the main settlements. This region had been designated as 
Reserved Forest since the initial settlement of the Kalimpong Government Estate and until the 
1970s managed from a Forest Rest House at Moro. Stimulated by Tamang’s news, and by 
assurances from members of the panchayat that his claim held legal weight, villagers began to 
clear the uppermost stretches of pine forest that had until this point been only infrequently used 
for timber and firewood collection and small-scale jhum cultivation. Infringement upon forest 
laws were viewed as the assertion of customary rights against a state whose authority had been 
undermined by the establishment of the Gorkhaland Territorial Administration, which many saw 
as the only legitimate authority in the region (see Gadgil & Guha 1992: 149).

Cultivators had sought to find ways to expand their cardamom holdings since the beginning 
of the 1990s, when the crop began to hit record price highs. Ian Carlos Fitzpatrick has noted that 
the economic value and ecological resilience of cardamom encourage its cultivation on almost 
any type of land (Fitzpatrick 2011: 238). By the time that the high forest was opened up, every 
available square metre of land in the region had already been planted with saplings. Negligible 
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strips of land between houses and on roadside verges had become valuable plots, as cultivators 
sought every possible way of increasing their annual yields.

Throughout 1997 and 1998, more than half of Moro-Manga households cleared and 
cultivated up to an additional acre of forest land, in plots that came to be known as a household’s 
“top field”. As these fields ripen at the end of the growing season, when prices are highest, they 
presented the potential for a sizeable additional income at harvest time. Some cultivators planned 
to give these plots out to tenant farmers, but for the most part they were cultivated directly with 
the assistance of migrant labour. The relatively small amount of labour required by cardamom 
means that it can be cultivated at almost any distance from a villager’s house: there is no 
requirement for the kinds of constant attention (in the form of weeding and fertilising) that 
characterises subsistence crop production (Fitzpatrick 2011: 238-9).

In many cases, the clearing of the high forest doubled the amount of cultivatable land held by 
a household. Analysis of other crop booms has identified a pattern where larger farmers have 
been able to purchase additional land year by year to increase the size of their holdings (Li 2014: 
131). My interlocutors gave a different account, stating that before 1997 new lands were often 
difficult to acquire, as families sought to hold on to their cardamom fields so as to maintain their 
position, and upward trajectory, within the boom. The expansion into the high forest presented 
many households with the first opportunity to increase their land holdings and multiply their 
annual income. Farmers holding small amounts of land and heavy debts to middlemen –– who 
had been at risk of succumbing to the ‘simple reproduction squeeze’ if yields fell –– saw in the 
high forest an opportunity to solidify their positions. For others, these plots simply added to the 
financial betterment that had been brought by entry into cardamom markets. With the loss of 
the high forest came the end of other relations to land and resources. Deforestation brought 
habitat loss and fragmentation. Deer populations were greatly diminshed and animals that had 
been previously a common sight, such as tigers and red pandas, disappeared entirely. Firewood, 
previously an easily available resource, became less accessible and more costly. Building lumber 
became so expensive that householders soon found it cheaper to build houses and outbuildings 
from brick and concrete.

The transformation of the high forest was the final act in Moro-Manga cultivators’ long and 
increasing engagement with cardamom. Although it appeared at the time to be the next in a 
series of opportunities that smallholders’ had grasped in their gradual, almost century-long 
immersion in global commodity markets, this land use change effected a deep and substantial 
break with previous ecological relations. The closing of the land frontier meant the foreclosure of 
other avenues of resource use, of alternative lives and livelihoods outside cardamom. After almost 
a century, smallholders were now bound tightly to cardamom markets, with little financial or 
geographical scope to diversify should they need to.

By the summer of 1997, when Manoj Tamang made his consequential visit to Darjeeling, 
ominous rumours were already arriving from cardamom growing regions in Sikkim. These tales 
warned of a new and deadly leaf blight that had begun to devastate smallholdings. In the very 
moment that smallholders found themselves fully committed to cardamom cultivation, Luirey ––
Colletotrichum gloeosporioides leaf blight –– had begun to spread through the South Asian 
Himalaya. It would arrive in Moro-Manga the following summer. The next chapter gives an 
account of the crisis in production that this leaf blight brought, and the ongoing refiguration of 
social relations, labouring practices and human aspirations that arose in its wake. The period after 
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arrival of Colletotrichum gloeosporioides is one in which a sense of suspension and stagnation has 
come to characterise human and non-human life, as projects aimed at human and agrarian 
cultivation find themselves time and again stalled by the actions of viral pathogens.
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2. Suspension and stagnation: the material ghosts of crisis and the 
reshaping of labour

By the time of my arrival in Moro-Manga almost fifteen years had passed since the shock of the 
first cardamom blight, yet the spectre of that crisis still played a significant part in my 
interlocutors’ attempts to explain their present situation. Stories of crisis came to feature in many 
explanations of the new conditions of agricultural production, and in their histories of the 
region’s agrarian and social change. Many of these tales centred upon the many acts of resistance 
and endurance made against the devastation of blight; the aftermath of the failure of these acts, 
and the long stagnation that continued to the time of my field research; and the restructuring of 
cardamom’s ecology and economy. Often, these histories and their analyses were spoken of with 
reference to former times of prosperity, and to the infrastructural ghosts that remain in the 
landscape. 

This first part of this chapter considers the memories and recollections of crisis and its 
aftermath and my interlocutors’ understandings of stagnation, grounding the present social and 
agricultural circumstances in Moro-Manga within the lived experience of crisis. In the middle 
section of this chapter, I explore these resonances as they manifest in the remaining infrastructure 
of the cardamom industry, and the forms of domestic structures, exploring how individual and 
household projects for development have continued in spite of crisis. In the final third of the 
chapter, I describe the refiguring of inter-household (labour) relations, and efforts to mitigate 
decreasing agricultural returns, to examine how households have come to manage the labouring 
conditions brought about by blight, and the attenuated economic circumstances engendered by 
crop disease.

“How can we eat?”

Nehru was the first farmer with whom I spoke who had been forced to flee Moro-Manga during 
the first crisis. We first met one warm, early evening in April 2016, in his house below St. 
Nicholas Church. A lean and agile man of forty-five, he is almost always seen in his working 
uniform of vest and cut-off jeans. Although his resemblance to his namesake is so striking that 
most villagers have long-since forgotten his given name, he is one of the most respected farmers 
in the village. With their youngest children playing in the kitchen, Nehru and his wife Priya sat 
down with me on their high veranda, and we watched the light fade over the verdant cardamom 
fields below. As I steadied my vertigo with millet vodka, and round beetles and mottled, cordate 
moths gathered around our paraffin lamp, Nehru told of the time when cardamom suddenly 
collapsed.

At the time when the virus first came, the cardamom was fantastic (dami thiyo). There wasn’t 
much rain at all but when there was rainfall there came a light, muddy surface on the grass 
and on the leaves, as if it was soily. “Luirey” we called it, but who gave it this name I do not 
know. 
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For the health of crop it is not good. It was poison for the cardamom (alaichiko visa). The 
plant started to die off. We couldn’t peel it to get to the fruit and when we did harvest it it 
had no weight... it was totally dead (solid maryo). We could do nothing to make it grow.

We couldn’t pay back our debts and we were frightened. “How can we eat?”, we thought. 
“How can we send our children to school?” We immediately tried to plant more saplings but 
they would not thrive. People started to flee Moro-Manga: to the Assam coal mines, to 
Nagaland, to Sikkim.

Nehru was uncertain about leaving Moro-Manga: he had a young wife and two young children 
whom he did not wish to abandon. But when his cardamom saplings continued to fail to thrive, 
he was faced with little choice but to quickly seek casual work outside of the village.

At this time I went to Legship in Sikkim. I carried baskets of sand from the riverbank for 
three rupees per sack. Then I cleaned septic tanks and carried gas canisters. After earning a 
little I would come back [periodically] to Moro-Manga, bringing whatever money and rice I 
could carry. For me, this lasted for four years.

A boy said to me once, as I was wiping my face at the tap, “you look like a rich man, why are 
you working like this?” I told him that I had spoiled so many lakhs. He asked, “Do you not 
have terraces for farming?” and I said that we did, but that people didn’t use them.

On several other occasions when we met, Nehru would recall this tale of speaking with the young 
boy at the standpipe, emphasising the profligacy with which he had lived before the crisis. Its 
shock, and the subsequent enforced separation from his wife and family, had greatly troubled 
him, and upon his return to Moro-Manga he took pains to convert a substantial part of his land 
into irrigated terraces, using techniques that he had first thought of during his time in Sikkim 
that required water to be drawn from the spring (dhara) above Moro bazaar. 

It was often hard during our conversations to appreciate the seriousness of his account of this 
first crisis. Nehru’s tone was too light-hearted for me to be able to visualise his and his family’s 
hardships; he was all-too-ready to laugh about the adversity they had all endured. The incident at 
the standpipe, however, was a moment of conversion. He described it as the moment when he 
resolved to increase the quality of his cardamom production so as to never again allow his family 
to fall into destitution.

For those who stayed in Moro-Manga during the crisis, the period of 1998-2000 was a 
desperate struggle for subsistence, in which villagers tried various strategies to survive. When 
blight first came to Moro-Manga, Nehru’s wife Priya was just nineteen, and mother to their two 
young children.

I tried everything to bring us money and food. I did all types of farming work: growing 
maize, millet and ginger, which I could often not sell. I tried to keep the family going. I 
could not really experience it [the crisis], as I was so young when it began. But I did 
everything to keep us well.
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Bhavisana, a farmer and small cardamom trader who also runs a grocery store from her house 
beside the road, was in her early thirties when the production crisis came. She held vivid and 
detailed memories of the hardships people faced in the first year of blight:

That year from September to June it was just sun. No rain came. The paddy failed on the 
plains, as the cardamom did here. It was a disaster. People were living day to day just to 
survive. Getting some grains and a little bit of oil only. Just to survive. At that time the 
cardamom price was Rs.2,000-2,500 per mann. After a time it came up to Rs.10,000 and Rs.
25,000 [per mann], but not then. At that time I used to just give people rice and oil to eat 
and later they would give me cardamom in return or sell cardamom and pay me back. I 
would lend them maybe Rs.1,500. But that was a lot then. People’s condition was quite bad 
actually. They would sometimes come to me with only Rs.100, so what could I ask of them?! 
So then I just gave away rice and oil. There was nothing I could ask of them in return. I said, 
“Give it back within five years if you can.” People were lavish before the crisis. Now they visit 
the banks. They make savings. One man, some years before the crisis, was down in Chalsa 
and he ate jhalmuri9 from a Rs.500 note, as the walla didn’t have a spoon to give him. People 
were amazed by his actions, but that was how it was. But this was a shameful thing really.

Many other interlocutors spoke in ways that mirrored Bhavisana’s account, noting the shortage of 
everyday substances such as cooking oil, rice and paraffin. Bhavisana’s gifting of rice and oil is 
representative of the mutual support that households offered each other during the months of 
blight, but this was not exclusive to other more acquisitive actions. Around six months after the 
arrival of blight, Bhavisana took two decimals of land from a neighbour in return for a small cash 
loan. Such practices were so common that it was difficult for interlocutors to remember exactly 
which lands changed hands during the first crisis, aside from their own. Some household heads, 
like Priya, decided to take a strategy of diversification, reverting back to those staples that the 
community had relied upon before cardamom came to dominate agricultural production. By 
combining several small incomes from farming and occasional labouring she managed to shelter 
her land from the need to sell or mortgage it. Other families were not so lucky. The pressing need 
to service debts, and the absence of any other crop that would bring comparable returns to 
cardamom, acted as a constraint against diversification. Many households hoped that blight 
would not spread through their entire cardamom holdings, and that their income at the end of 
the harvest would be sufficient to service their debts, only to later find that this was not the case. 
Several large landowners confessed with some regret that they had acquired much of their present 
landholdings during the crisis for a menial sum, from families forced to sell at a time when the 
value of land had plummeted. Others refused to say whether they had acquired land in this 
period. Fifteen years on, many contradictory rumours still circulated about individuals thought 
to have profited during crisis. For some households, the failure of their cardamom crops quickly 
brought a state of precarity that forced them to sell their lands. Many of those that did not 

9 Jhal muri is a popular Bengali street snack, made from puffed rice mixed with vegetables, spices and coriander 
leaves. It is usually served in a paper cup (B. thona) and eaten with a folded paper spoon.
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quickly diversify their cultivation, as Priya did, turned once more to the cash crop market in their 
search for a way out of the difficulties presented by the failure of cardamom.
 

Broccoli, and the sensuality of failure

During the first few months of the crisis, it became known that where blight had struck in 
Sikkim and Kalimpong it had taken several years before cardamom had again become viable, and 
that in some places cultivation had still not returned. Like other plantation pathogens, 
Colletotrichum gloeosporioides can lie dormant in the soil for decades, forestalling any hope of 
replantation. In several cases, entire industries have been forced to switch cultivation to a new 
varietal, as was the case in the banana industry in the 1890s. Cultivators worldwide were forced 
to make a wholesale substitution of the Gros Michel banana for the Cavendish varietal, after 
Fusarium oxysporum f.sp. Cubense devastated global production (Dunn 2017).

In the eastern Himalaya, there was no black cardamom varietal resistant to Colletotrichum 
gloeosporioides leaf blight. Faced with the prospect of a long period without cardamom income, 
cultivators quickly began to consider other sources of income. Discussion began in the 
community about substituting cardamom with a replacement cash crop. Following meetings with 
the Sikkim Spice Board and Kalimpong Farmers’ Club, a collective decision was taken to shift 
production to broccoli, a crop known to bring in a quick market income (Fischer & Benson 
2006), and which is suitable to the land, climate and manpower available in the eastern 
Himalaya. Within a few months, almost all villagers had begun to grow broccoli in similar 
quantities to the cardamom they had previously cultivated. Cardamom fields were cleared and 
tilled and replanted with broccoli.

After the first broccoli came to harvest, it quickly became clear that the market for the crop 
had been grossly overstated, and that local supply would far exceed regional demand. Local 
middlemen looked askance at the vast quantities of broccoli being offered for sale in the Sunday 
haat bazaar. When they did ferry truck loads down to the plains, to sell at the markets at Siliguri 
and Mal Bazar, they found that there was little demand for the vegetable. A few local farmers 
clubbed together and hired their own transportation to take their harvests to other markets on 
the plains, but once again only a small fraction of their crop could be sold. Over the next few 
months, fields of broccoli ripened and were harvested, but had no available market to which they 
could be sold. Villagers found themselves consuming increasing amounts of the crop that they 
would otherwise have been forced to discard or let rot in the fields. Soups and curries were 
bulked out with broccoli, which was also sometimes consumed as a sole, boiled vegetable 
accompanied by flat roti. “We couldn’t stand it”, people told me, “too much of it came!” Broccoli 
came to serve as a sensuous materiality of the crisis –– its flavour a constant reminder of ongoing 
precarity. Jacqueline, who was a small child when the crisis in cardamom production hit, 
expressed physical revulsion when I told her that I regularly liked to eat broccoli, squirming as 
she exclaimed: “Ugh! It’s the worst taste!”

Anthropologists have long recognised how food practices can shift and alter in times of crisis 
and uncertainty to incorporate substances that are different from that which is usually eaten, 
often things that are considered less- or entirely un-desirable to consume (Mintz 1996). Long 
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after moments of crisis, such sensual experiences are often a conduit into memories of those 
uncertain times. Far-away events are so often recalled through food that David E. Sutton has 
proposed the sub-discipline of ‘Proustian anthropology’, with the aim of exploring how the 
sensuality of food makes it a particularly effective vehicle for summoning memory (Sutton 2001). 
Such an approach parallels Paul Stoller’s (1989) emphasis upon the significance of embodied 
memories, which stresses the potential of sensory experience to reinvigorate the anthropological 
endeavour. As Stoller and Cheryl Olkes have elsewhere argued, a ‘tasteful’ anthropology holds the 
potential not just to illuminate the complexities of kinship arrangements or the place of 
economic exchange, but to take the time to describe ‘with literary vividness the smells, tastes, and 
textures’ of the field, investigating life stories as much as making ‘totalized investigations’ of a 
social group (Stoller and Olkes 1989: 29).

The sensuous and material resonances of the crisis in cardamom production were key to the 
life histories of individuals who had lived through that time. For some, the sensory memory of 
broccoli was something that they did not wish to revisit: Jacqueline’s aunt pointedly changed the 
topic of conversation when I asked her if she remembered the ways in which she cooked broccoli. 
Jacqueline’s sister, too young during that period to have any lasting memories of it, seemed 
shocked and vicariously disgusted by the account her sister had given. “I just can’t imagine not 
having rice and dal!”, she exclaimed. While the very sensuality of food serves to make it a 
compelling locus of memory, pleasant foods and sensations have generally received far greater 
attention than the less pleasant sensualities of hunger, sickness, or distaste (Holtzman 2006: 373), 
Similar neglect has been given to unfamiliar and unwelcome foodstuffs, which often hold 
different social meanings to the common foods of everyday life.

In her research among Liberian recipients of humanitarian aid, anthropologist Micah M. 
Trapp notes the attempts made by her interlocutors to conceal the changes made to their diet, by 
masking unwelcome or unwanted flavours. These practices emerged alongside an explicit and 
vocal recognition of the harms engendered by such new circumstances. Lentils, a previously 
unknown foodstuff, were renamed ‘you-will-kill-me beans’ in recognition of the dullness of their 
flavour, which was said to be potentially lethal to those who consumed them. The monotony of 
lentils’ flavour served as a critique of the simultaneously sustaining and immiserating properties 
of humanitarian aid (Trapp 2016). In a similar manner, social psychologist Elizabeth Dunn’s 
Georgian refugee interlocutors assayed the parcels of food aid they were given to be ‘foods of 
sorrow’ (Dunn 2011: 140-1). While serving to maintain human nutrition and sustenance, such 
foodstuffs were incapable of underpinning commensality or maintaining social connections. Such 
ethnographic accounts align with what Pierre Bourdieu named the ‘taste of necessity’ (Bourdieu 
1984: 168), the condition in which poverty and immiseration restricts the ability of individuals 
to develop or perform the socially- or culturally-specific tastes necessary for the creation and 
maintenance of social relations (Blasius & Friedrichs 2008: 25).

In Moro-Manga, broccoli held a similar double-edge: although it failed to bring back 
prosperity when cardamom failed, it was sufficient in warding off hunger and starvation during 
the period of initial crisis, albeit in a fashion that transformed the social act of commensality into 
an unpleasant chore. The sensory experience of broccoli’s failure stood in contrast to that of 
cardamom, a substance that few interlocutors had ever eaten, in spite of its omnipresence in their 
fields. Although some interlocutors knew that their harvests were destined to end up in other 
people’s diets –– and a few were aware that cardamom was a staple spice in the cuisines of 
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Pakistan, Afghanistan and north-west India –– for all but a few of my research companions its 
flavour was entirely unknown: a half century of mass commercial cultivation had not seen 
cardamom become a popular ingredient in local cuisine. Several friends and acquaintences were 
surprised to learn that I cooked with both green and black cardamom at home in Europe. 
Cardamom’s failure was thus absent the sensory resonance of taste that characterised the 
disasterous experiment with broccoli. Descriptions of the first period of cardamom blight were 
ones that foregrounded a sense of loss and immiseration. The second time around, the precarity 
of the market had its own flavour, which was often recalled with a visceral revulsion. Villagers 
told me that after several weeks of eating broccoli, they found that they could no longer consume 
it. The flavour was now not just unpalatable and ever-present, but a continual reminder of the 
precarity that people now found themselves in. “It reminded us of what a position we were in”, 
one older interlocutor once told me. “It still reminds me of that time, if I ever happen to eat it… 
and so I don’t eat it!”

My friend Robert was adamant that I would be simply unable to comprehend what that 
period was like. “You don’t understand... you can not understand, actually. At that moment [my 
family] simply could not eat it!” (Etibelama hami khanasakena!), he told me. Having exhausted 
their options, households now began to give broccoli to their cows as feed. Many farmers told me 
that after some weeks even their cattle began to refuse broccoli. Bovine affirmation of broccoli’s 
inedibility provoked smallholders to burn their remaining crop in pires in the corners of fields 
and along the edges of pathways. After being immiserated by harvest scarcity, Moro-Manga 
cultivators now found themselves haunted by a useless abundance.

Rubble and ruination: the latent afterlife of prosperity

Like tastes, places too hold the capacity to conjure up the experiences and conditions of the past. 
For Catherine Allerton’s interlocutors in Wae Rebo, patterns of shifting cultivation brought back 
into view memories of earlier phases of life. As people worked over plots of land that had been 
tilled in their youth, or when their children were small, the fields that they laboured in served to 
bring back memories situated there (Allerton 2013: 101). Such moments provide examples of 
how the reencounter with place can ‘trigger a recollection of social relations and of past social 
conditions’ (Küchler 1993: 100); how human engagement with the environment serves to make 
it into a repository for experience. 

Fifteen years after the cardamom industry was first plagued by fungal disease, I sat with 
Mohan, an elderly cardamom farmer and trader residing in a three-storey concrete house near the 
centre of Moro bazaar. His daughter and granddaughters were counting out stock for the small 
shop that they ran from the front room of the house, making excited, noisy fun as they did so. 
“Come on”, Mohan said, taking me by the arm, “let’s go and talk somewhere quieter!” We 
descended a flight of concrete steps into a large, unpainted room piled with empty jute sacks and 
wooden pallets. Mohan had constructed this building at the beginning of the 1980s when the 
cardamom boom had first erupted, and the basement room had served as his godown for more 
than three decades. “If this was still the times of good business, we wouldn’t be sitting here. This 
room would be piled high with such an amount of cardamom! Now of course... we are doing 
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quite poorly...”
The godown had been constructed so that a short flight of steps led up to a second door that 

opened out onto the sloping road to Moro bazaar. It was set at such a height so as to make it easy 
for two men to load jute sacks of cardamom directly into the back of a flatbed truck, which must 
have once been a regular activity: the concrete of the steps had been worn smooth with heavy 
footprints. Mohan described how disbursing the harvest was once arduous work, but was at 
present so light that his buyer could accomplish it in a few hours. The road outside had been 
paved during the first peak of the cardamom boom in the mid-1980s, but had long since fallen 
into ruin. As we stood by the door to the godown, we watched deep potholes fill with rain. “At 
first there was no road here, then we built it, and now like the cardamom it has fallen apart.” As I 
left his godown, Mohan’s assessment of his fortunes was rather stoic: “Cardamom now... it takes a 
crooked (bangotero) path”, he explained. “People live with its rhythm.” Yet, he seemed to have 
been affected by the act of describing how things once were, and how they had come to be.

Such rooms and buildings such as Mohan’s godown –– the now largely-disused infrastructure 
of Moro-Manga’s industrial cardamom industry –– are omnipresent in the landscape. Alongside 
the godowns are the drying houses and fire pits (bhattis) that were once used to cure and store 
cardamom at harvest time. As memories of food scarcity and unpleasant tastes contrived to pull 
interlocutors back into that moment of crisis, the cardamom industry’s empty infrastructure 
served as an ever-present trace of the prosperity and crises of the past, and a reminder of 
uncertain futures. 

In theorising the materiality of the historical built environment, anthropologist Gastón 
Gordillo has sought to frame ‘rubble’ as the traces of environments that have almost but not 
entirely vanished, and which in their afterlife contain a ‘multiplicity of places, forms and 
textures’ (2014: 8-13; see also Lefebvre 1991: 164). Rubble, he argues, is more than just the 
material form of ruination; critical engagement with it can work to unfold the entwined histories 
and narratives of lives and spaces, by thinking through the negative forms behind. The 
constellations that emerge in the aftermath of built lives highlight how people, places and things 
can be understood in relation to one another.

Like other research on ruins and ruination that asserts the limits to the trajectories of 
modernity and modernisation (e.g. Stoler 2008, 2013), Gordillo’s turn to rubble places emphasis 
on moments of rupture, foregrounding the violence of capitalist and imperialist development. In 
this it shares similar anthropological preoccupations with other research in anthropology that has 
productively examined the potential of thinking through ruptures, fissures, breakages and 
disconnections (Holbraad, Kapferer & Sauma 2019), in part as a way of guiding analysis in a 
different direction from the disciplinary convention of foregrounding the continuities of 
structure and process (Sahlins 1985). Such research has often stressed discontinuities as moments 
from which new possibilities and ways of being might emerge (Robbins 2004, 2007; Badiou 
2003).

By contrast, the mothballed infrastructure of Moro-Manga’s cardamom industry offers a 
sense of latent continuity, the tantalising possibility of a return to the time before Colletotrichum 
gloeosporioides fungus halted the trajectory of rural development and household betterment. 
Heading north from Moro bazaar towards the Medicine River, the remnants of the once 
asphalted road end abruptly. For twenty metres before the wrought iron bridge that spans the 
river valley, the road becomes a horse track. On the other side of the river, after this pathway has 
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risen up and then flattened off in the direction of the village of Manga, it is abutted by a three-
storey, wooden drying house that rises out of the forest. Inside, its ground floor is ringed by the 
remnants of stone furnaces that once funnelled heat up through wooded chimneys to warm the 
room above. There, spread out across the floorboards, cardamom pods from across the region 
were dried on an industrial scale. During the peak of the cardamom boom over 100kg of dried 
product was finished each day, having been sourced from across neighbouring districts in India 
and Bhutan. It was bagged and stored in the centre of the lower ground floor, before being 
transported to markets on the plains.

On the day that I arrived, the grounds of the drying house were filled with activity. Two 
workers were standing atop the adjacent family house, patching an area of the roof with 
corregated tin. More than sixty years old, the house was empty yet well maintained. When the 
first worker descended from the ladders propped against the far wall, he explained that it was his 
uncle’s Latukh’s house. “He lived here for a long time, as did his son, but he has long since gone 
to Kalimpong. Perhaps you have seen his large house there, down by 6th Mile?” In the early years 
of the 1980s, as cardamom production was reaching its first peak, Latukh had been purchasing, 
drying, storing and selling around 150 mann (6,000 kg) of cardamom each year. After the first 
waves of blight in the late 1990s, Latukh mothballed the drying house and moved his family, 
capital and assets to Kalimpong. Fifteen years later, in anticipation of cardamom’s return, he still 
ensured to keep the property maintained. He had tasked his nephew and neighbour to maintain 
the estate. Their labour was being undertaken in the anticipation of the return of the growing 
conditions that had been held in abeyance for more than a decade. In spite of this long period of 
stagnant production, Latukh ensured that his interests in cardamom could be retained, should its 
fertility return.

Although the drying house at Manga is perhaps the most significant example of the dormant 
infrastructure of the cardamom industry, smaller examples were dotted throughout the landscape. 
Disused or half-empty godowns were common features of many houses. New types of 
commercial bhatti (drying rooms) that had been built at the peak of the boom were commonly 
repurposed as storage spaces or places to dry laundry during the damp winter months. 
Unfinished or unfurnished cement houses were common features, some of which had been 
constructed with assistance from one of the local tribal boards, which had secured funds from the 
West Bengal government to support 50% of the costs of materials and labour for the 
construction of new homes. The house that I rented had been built with support from such a 
scheme, at a time when my landlord expected that both of his children would stay and continue 
to cultivate cardamom. Others had been built in expectation of a continuation in productive 
agricultural conditions, but now lay empty, or had been repurposed as storage areas, kitchens, or 
cattle sheds.

The house itself plays a significant element in smallholder production, which is organised 
around the family as productive unit. Houses are centres not just of everyday sociality and 
commensality, but are the central meeting point of labouring parties. During working days, tea 
and lunch breaks are held in the house of the smallholder whose land is being worked. Labourers 
often come to experience these spaces thereafter as regular social fora, sometimes calling by on 
non-working days to socialise and discuss everyday affairs. In this manner, houses come to serve 
as centres of kinship and friendship networks and labour practices, nexus of the social 
arrangements of the smallholder. Yet, substantial distinctions in atmosphere and character exist 
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between older wooden structures and the newly-built (and often part-unfinished) brick-and-
cement houses that were erected in Moro-Manga’s cardamom boom.

House forms as markers of survival

Not long after I commenced field research in March 2015, I was invited to a house blessing. A 
young Catholic couple had moved into an old brick-and-cement house several hundred meters 
along the all-weather road that passed by my hamlet. The couple were members of an extended 
Rai family that I would later come to know well. By midday, around forty guests had arrived and 
were seated in the garden at the front of the house, as two priests performed mass at a fold-out 
table. Immediately after the conclusion of the mass, pre-cooked food was brought out and crates 
of beer and bottles of whisky laid out in the living room of the house. The crowd began to drink 
and socialise, and friends assembled in groups. After around twenty minutes, I was led through 
to a room at the back of the house where several older men who wished to meet me were sat 
sharing a bottle of whisky, engaged in conversation about the qualities of the house.

Building a concrete house had been a common goal for Moro-Manga households from the 
very beginning of the cardamom boom, a sign of increased status and an acquisition that most 
people agreed brought an improvement to a household’s living standards. As Asher Ghertner has 
argued from his research among urban slum dwellers in Delhi, the notion of the ‘ideal’ or stylised 
South Asian home comes to play a part in how residents frame their aspirations, a response to the 
prevailing desire for ‘development’ and to practices of ‘aesthetic governmentality’ that come to 
bracket and delimit notions of how one should live (Ghertner 2011). In a vivid ethnographic 
vignette, Ghertner describes his interlocutor Shambu’s articulation of the ideal domestic future, 
which is depicted in a paper poster nailed to the wall of his hut:

Although it looked photographic at first, it is actually a computer-generated collage, with an 
enhanced, orange sunset-like skyline, a cartoonish foreground of landscaped trees, flowers, 
and a pond, and something of a hybrid American ranch and Swiss chalet styled home 
depicted as the image’s central object. […] After asking Shambu what the poster shows, he 
replied, “it is a beautiful place. There is no noise or filth there. It is a proper [sahi] 
house.” (Ghertner 2011: 290)

In Moro-Manga, a similar profusion of images can be found inside domestic homes, prints of 
ideal and stylised house forms that often take pride of place on living room walls. What contrasts 
most with the description that Ghertner gives of the picture in Shambu’s home, is that in Moro-
Manga these images are very often of mountainous, wintry scenes. European alpine Almhütte 
stand in rolling pastures in front of a backdrop of snowcapped peaks. The large, A3-sized poster 
in Paul Sherpa’s house depicted a winter scene at twilight. In front of a series of mountains criss-
crossed by cable cars, stood a log cabin with a pitched roof. Like other interlocutors, Paul 
suggested that this landscape was similar to the homelands of the Swiss and German missionaries 
who brought Christian teachings to the Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills. When I asked Paul 
whether this scene might depict the future of the region, he replied with confidence, “Hasn’t the 



● 68

CM [chief minister] said so?!” Paul was referring here to  the 2011 proclamation from West 
Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee’s that with investment from the state government, 
‘Darjeeling can be the Switzerland of India’ (Mitra 2017).

Other interlocutors often made the same sarcastic comparison when I inquired about the 
images pinned to their walls. On many occasions this was spoken with a tone of sarcasm that 
explicitly indexed the prevailing view of persistent neglect of the region by the West Bengal state. 
If I pushed back against my interlocutors’ doubts that development could be brought by state 
investment, they most often doubled-down, expressing other ironic pronouncements about the 
place of development in Kalimpong district. “Sure, maybe one day we will have our own mobile 
phone mast in this village, too!”, one acquaintance cried. Another interlocutor was similarly 
cynical: “Become Switzerland? We have as much chance of Gorkhaland being declared…”

Images of house forms served as visualisations of individual aspirations and of the idea of a 
‘good life’ (Robbins 2013) but also of the barriers that stood between the dream of prosperity and 
the reality of an uncertain present. Dreams of other ways of living served as speculations that 
revealed much about how people wished to live, while implicitly recognising the unlikelihood of 
those dreams being realised in a place that many interlocutors felt was being passed over by 
development.

Building a new brick-and-cement house was one way that interlocutors could step closer to 
this ideal. Brick-and-cement houses often contained more available space and a more solid 
structure than older wooden constructions. Their layout and appearance more closely matched 
the domestic scenes commonly shown in Indian media, and living in such a dwelling was seen as 
a marker of modernity. The one barrier to their realisation was the region’s climate, which brings 
long periods of damp and a severe cold snap during the Christmas period. Brick-and-cement 
structures have a higher thermal mass than those constructed from wood. When properly heated, 
this can mean a comfortable temperature can be achieved alongside a reduction in a household’s 
fuel expenditure. In Moro-Manga, as across much of the South Asian Himalaya, the shortage and 
expense of firewood means that houses are most often unheated. As a result, brick-and-cement 
houses can be uncomfortable places for long stretches of the year, as their cinder block walls 
contrive to make indoor spaces cold and damp even on sunny days. Many households in Moro-
Manga had ensured to build next to, rather than in place of, their traditional wooden-framed, 
wattle-and-daub structures, so as to retreat into them during the winter months. These buildings, 
of one or two-storey construction, are kept warm by the clay oven at the centre of the lower 
ground floor that stores and slowly releases heat throughout the day. Many of these houses are 
constructed so as to vent the smoke and heat from the oven through a wooden or iron chimney 
that passes through the main bedroom, providing additional warmth to the upper floor. 
Throughout the winter months it is common to find families spending time in their newer 
concrete houses during the day, then moving to their older houses at nightfall to socialise and 
sleep.

While some interlocutors praised the transition to modern brick-and-cement homes as 
evidence of the development and prosperity that has been brought by the transition to 
commercial cardamom cultivation, others saw in these buildings further evidence of things that 
had been lost. Augustine, a small farmer cultivating half an acre of cardamom in a lower hamlet, 
resided in the most recently built all-wooden house in the area, which his father had constructed 
in the 1990s. A large, single storey structure, its interior is a complicated warren of small 
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bedrooms and living spaces and narrow corridors. For some interlocutors this building stood as 
the ideal house form, that contained many of the attributes of warmth and family living that they 
said had been lost in the transition to brick-and-cement structures. “It is the last of the old type 
of housing”, one man told me, “from how we used to live”. When I pressed him as to the 
differences in sociality in old and new-built houses, his answers seemed vague. “It is just 
different”, he explained. Another interlocutor explained that the way of cooking together in older 
homes, crouched round a fire built at floor level, engendered a particular type of sociality. In 
cement houses, waist-high worktops and gas stoves meant that cooking was a more removed, and 
far quicker, activity, usually undertaken by one person separate from the group. Gas-fuelled hobs 
did not fill the kitchen with warmth as wood fires did, and in cement houses people were more 
likely to socialise in a separate living room. It was rarer in newer homes to find a larger group of 
men and women socialising together in one room as one or more persons cooked. 

Many interlocutors also mentioned that wooden houses felt special in part because of the fact 
that they could no longer be built. The shortage of quality lumber in the region, and the cost of 
bringing wood from outside, had meant that wooden houses had ceased to be affordable. As their 
form provoked a different mode of sociality, so their presence recalled a time before the clearance 
of the high forest, when forest resources came to play a significant material role in people’s lives.

In the discussion that was being held after the house blessing ceremony, several men were 
asking how this young family would cope during the coming winter. This house had been built 
on a newly-cleared patch of ground and there was no extant wooden house in which the family 
could retreat to sleep in the winter months. The former owner had transformed the back room 
into a warm room by installing a bukhari, a wood burning stove found across the South and 
Central Asian Himalaya. There was enough space for the family to socialise and sleep in this 
room during the coldest period of winter. However, the men assembled after the house blessing 
were doubtful as to whether the new couple would be able to afford sufficient firewood to stay 
warm throughout the winter. 

Investment into brick-and-cement housing has long been a priority for those receiving 
sufficient income to do so. Since the first crisis, ongoing house construction operated as a sign 
that a household had been been fortunate enough to be spared the worst effects of crop blight. 
Towards the end of my field research, one family began construction of a new house on the 
northern edge of Moro bazaar, which served as a particularly visible display of their household 
prosperity. People commonly remarked upon how ecologically fortunate this family had been. 
The fertility of their land had returned relatively quickly after the first blight, and their yields over 
the past decade had been consistently good. Their main house, standing to the north-east of 
Moro, was a large and well-kept wooden building. For their children, they had decided to 
construct a second brick-and-cement house close to the bazaar, a fact that cemented their status 
as a family faring well in straightened times.

Ethnographic accounts of changes in house forms have often characterised the desire for 
modern structures as a form of ‘conspicuous consumption’ (Veblen 1998 [1889]), and house 
construction as functioning to exhibit wealth and social status (Duncan 1982); the social power 
of both the construction and reception of built forms has been argued to play a role in identity 
formation (Colloredo-Mansfeld 1994). Yet while domestic architecture holds the capacity to play 
a role in making both individual identies and social norms, the economic aspects of house 
construction go much further. For Katy Gardner’s interlocutors in Sylhet, the distinction 
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between ‘pakka’ (‘real/authentic’: brick-and-cement) and traditional houses work to signify more 
than everyday practices of consumption, or to serve as displays of status and power. In a place 
where much development is built on money sent through remittances, houses are objects that 
contain symbols of the lives that return migrants have lived abroad (Gardner 1993: 13). Their 
forms and structures transmit information about a migrant’s status; they are means by which 
individuals ‘symbolically lay claim to some of [the] power’ of international labour migration, and 
display the successful navigation of the economic and social inequalities that are an inherent part 
of that process (Gardner 1993: 13; cf. Dahya 1973: 255-6).

In other contexts, architecture has offered households a forum in which to explore and work 
out the social meanings of particular economic spheres of activity. For Rudolf Colloredo-
Mansfeld’s Andean interlocutors, differences in house forms serve to explain different forms of 
economic participation and exchange, to demarcate the material differences between the 
transactional nature of the national economy and the reciprocity of subsistence cultivation 
(Colloredo-Mansfeld 1994). Individuals’ assessment of the prestige of structures are shaped by 
their experiences and expectations in a fluctuating and uncertain economy (1994: 855). In 
Moro-Manga, house quality interelates with the long conditions of agricultural precarity and 
ecological decline. Seen in relation to these circumstances, house forms, I assert, are valued in 
part as markers of agricultural success and ecological fortune. While collective knowledge about 
the health or lack thereof of cardamom plantations is a way in which individuals gain knowledge 
about others’ immediate and short-term fortunes (see Chapter 4), displays of wealth in the form 
of new house constructions stand as icons of longer-term prosperity. At the same time, such 
discourses implicitly reference the historical transformation from subsistence cultivation to 
market-oriented production. The meaning of architecture and infrastructure then resides 
somewhere between its form and the observers of that form, shaped by values of the community 
in which it is emplaced, and broader material history (cf. Kuhn 1985). 

Contra the notion often propounded by development economists that construction is best 
viewed as an unproductive practice of consumption (e.g. Lipton 1980), house-building and 
infrastructure investment in Moro-Manga serves to assert a collective understanding of prosperity 
and a good life (Robbins 2013; Fischer 2014). That these things exist between people and shape 
sociality accords with how, as David Graeber argued, the reality of consumption is that it is not 
an end in itself, but rather a process that works towards ‘the production of human beings, not 
just as labor power but as persons, internalized nexes of meaningful social relations’ (Graeber 
2011: 502); the production of things is subordinate to the mutual production of people.

Cardamom production is laden with many different sorts of moral valuations, that 
interlocutors claim are different from those that were attached to forms of subsistence 
production. In turn, spending the profits of cardamom (also substantially different from what 
came before) is an act freighted with similar valuations. In contrast to the assessments of 
development economics, none of my interlocutors saw house-building as an unproductive act of 
consumption; instead, such endeavours were central to individuals’ and households’ projects 
aimed at securing a good life and improving one’s lot. In particular, house-building tied in to an 
expectation that work and labour undertaken now would provide benefits to the generations that 
came after. As in other contexts, commercial cultivation can be seen here to tie closely to a 
future-oriented perspective, and an emergent sense of the possibilities of globalised modernity 
(e.g. Fischer 2014: 118-9). In Moro-Manga, a prevailing orientation towards the future is one 
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that has been interrupted by the reality of agricultural stagnation and decline. Whether in halted 
or slowly progressing building projects, or in abandoned and mothballed warehouses, the 
architecture and infastructure that emerged from and served the cardamom industry is a material 
store of the prevailing sense of stagnation and suspension.

Suspension

Cultural geographer Tim Edensor has argued that ruins generate effective forms of evocation that 
contest the normative ways in which memory is recalled and spatialised (Edensor 2005). The 
ruins and latent structures of Moro-Manga’s cardamom industry worked to drag my interlocutors 
between times, bringing both past and future dreams and crises into the present moment. On the 
day that I spoke with Nehru and Priya about their struggles during the first crisis, after we had sat 
and talked for several hours on their wooden verandah, Nehru walked me to the door. Before we 
said our final goodbyes he led me twenty metres down the hillside to an adjacent plot of land, 
where there stood a half-finished brick and cement house. “It was supposed to be for us”, he told 
me, “but now it will be for my son.” Although parts of the building were newly built, other 
sections seemed to be falling into ruination. The concrete ballustrade by the front door had been 
worn by the elements. “When the cardamom is good we build a little here and there”, Nehru 
explained, “but it is taking a long time –– this year I hope to finally be able to fix the roof.”

Other anthropological readings of the nature and resonances of ruins accord closely with this 
experience of an endlessly-deferred future. Anthropologist Thomas Yarrow, in his analysis of the 
Volta Resettlement Program in Ghana, frames ruins as sites for the ‘felt sense of decomposition 
and decay’, which contain the ‘unfulfilled promise’ of a future that had only partially arrived 
before being cut short. The absences presented by ruination serve to act as the ‘remembered 
anticipation of a future’ that was never entirely realised (Yarrow 2017: 568). Nehru’s cement 
house, like so many others in the area, stood as emblems of futures that had once appeared 
imminent, but which individuals now struggled to realise. They remained as aspirations endlessly 
deferred, suspended within the fluctuations of cardamom’s ecology and economy.

The present and the absent, as anthropologists Mikkel Bille, Frida Hastrup and Tim Flohr 
Sørensen (2010: 4) suggest, exist in a relationship more complex than that of ‘two antonymic 
categories’: rather, absences are ‘cultural, physical and social phenomena’ that shape individual 
self-conception and ways of engaging with the world. Confounding distinctions drawn between 
infrastructure that has fallen into ruin and that which never came into being, the drying houses, 
godowns and bhattis of the cardamom forest are physical sites of futures not yet realised.

Almost every cultivator I spoke to mentioned the effects of Colletotrichum gloeoporiodes and 
other diseases upon their crops as contriving to curtail the aspirations they held for themselves 
and their families. More than half of respondants to my household surveys noted a significant 
ambition or life event that had been diminished or annulled in the previous five years as a result 
of declining or blighted harvests. When they had not been postponed, wedding celebrations had 
been onerous burdens, and in certain years the expenses of funerals had threatened to push 
households into poverty and debt. These existing household burdens, common across South Asia, 
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were made more severe in years when cardamom’s fertility was more seriously compromised. The 
average crop loss was difficult to estimate, but in general farmers suggested that a failure of 
30-50% was to be expected in a bad year –– substantially less than the losses incurred in the first 
years of the millennium but nevertheless significant declines from an already reduced baseline of 
production. 

A lack of alternatives to cardamom cultivation has bound smallholders to the crop as it has 
continued to fail, a contrast to neighbouring regions where farmers have been able to successfully 
reduce their cardamom holdings in response to disease outbreaks. For cardamom growing villages 
in the state of Sikkim, surveys reported the contribution of large cardamom to household income 
at the moment of the first arrival of blight was 45% for small households and 54% for larger 
households (Sharma and Sharma 1997), declining to an average of 38% in 2000 (Sharma et al 
2000) and 29% by the middle of the decade (Sharma el al 2016). Such divestment from 
cardamom holdings –– substituted for both other cash crops and subsistence crops –– has 
allowed Sikkim farmers to partially mitigate the conditions of agricultural decline; yet falling 
cardamom incomes have nonetheless jeopardised livelihoods (Srinivasa 2006; Sharma et al 2009; 
Singh and Pothula 2013).

The inability or unwillingness of Moro-Manga cardamom smallholders to seek out alternative  
sources of income has meant their being bound to an assemblage of attenuated cardamom 
plantations and its parasites and diseases, locked into an ongoing moment of trouble (Haraway 
2016). Isabelle Stengers has argued that the force of our lived ecology (‘Gaia’) is such that it not 
only underpins and determines our material conditions but comes to intrude upon our categories 
of thought (Stengers 2009). The transformation of fortunes in cardamom cultivation has led to 
individuals revising their expectations of their family’s life chances, as disease has forced them to 
reconsider what human projects might be possible. The pattern of upward mobility and 
increasing development that characterised the twentieth century has given way to a sense of 
ruination and stasis that interlocutors are often simply waiting to abate.

In contrast to that anthropological foregrounding of rupture and discontinuity that sees in a 
break with preexisting conditions the possibility of regeneration and renewal (e.g. Holbraad, 
Kapferer and Sauma 2019: 1), these circumstances speak of an incomplete break from a former 
state. Cardamom and its wealth have not been entirely eradicated: its support of livelihoods 
remains, albeit unpredictable and diminished. In his conceptualisation of liminality, Victor 
Turner stressed the mutual relationship between disruption and reconstitution, centering notions 
of change and flux. Anticipating many of the aspects that would come to characterise practice 
theory, this foregrounding of multiplicities served as a challenge to anthropology’s prevailing 
preoccupation with stasis and continuity (see also Gluckman 1963; Evens and Handelman 
2006). Yet in Turner’s work, liminality also implies a certain ambiguity: liminal entities exist in 
an ambiguous or uncertain position, ‘betwixt and between’ where they are expected to reside 
(Turner 1969: 94). Liminality is likened to wilderness as much as to death. This incomplete state 
–– remaining within and among cardamom, but excluded from the wealth that accompanied its 
fruits –– was for many of my interlocutors both a wilderness and a wasteland. “This soil is so 
poor now”, one acquaintance remarked, “that we worry that its health will never come back.”

The notion of the suspended moment has been more recently addressed by Akhil Gupta 
(2015) in an article on the temporalities of infrastructure development in contemporary India. 
Rather than being seen as ‘a temporary phase between the start of a project and its (successful) 
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conclusion’, suspension, Gupta argues, ‘needs to be theorized as its own condition of being.’ In 
this reading, the temporality of suspended time serves not merely to bind together lost pasts or 
blocked futures; rather, suspension ‘constitutes its own ontic condition just as surely as does 
completion’ (Gupta 2015; cf. Choy & Zee 2015). 

The aftermath of cardamom blight is one of ongoing fluctuation and upheaval. Rather than 
creating the stimulus for new economic opportunities, or providing the conditions for 
agricultural renewal, Colletotrichum gloeosporioides leaf blight and the other persistent pest and 
diseases of eastern Himalayan cardamom contrive to hold a once-captured future in permanent 
abeyance. In the midst of ecological flux, cultivators find that they cannot so easily move forward 
with their lives. The anticipation of cardamom’s prosperity returning places a prosperous future 
forever on the cusp of being re-realised, suspended in a moment of collective aspiration. This 
sense of a collective life suspended in expectation of returns and a yet-uncompleted future 
constitutes the condition of not just farmers; this instability ran through the chain of buyers and 
middlemen.

One warm summer’s night, I sat with Alim by his shop in the village of Jaldhaka, which 
straddles the western bank of the Medicine River. On the steps of his godown we sipped milk 
chai, observing the passing trade at the pan shop across the street. Both the crowd and its 
conversation were partially obscured by other things that were held in suspension that night: the 
smoke rising from a pile of smouldering egg cartons, and the low resound of the hydroelectric 
power plant that looms over the village. Alim and I had met before on a previous occasion, but I 
could not place exactly where. I had no memory of seeing him in church or at any religious 
event. “We met in my other godown in Skyorutong”, he reminded me, “just near to the house 
that your friend Mercedes shares with her father.” He had spent most of his life as a cardamom 
trader, bringing sacks of dried and finished cardamom pods from the high growing villages to be 
sold on to agricultural produce markets in Siliguri and Delhi.

We buy the cardamom from all over, store it, wait for the price to rise and sell it to the 
highest bidder. My friend Binod buys it, as do lots of others. It goes direct to Siliguri after it 
has been stored here. Only Binod can tell you the true price each morning –– he is the man 
with the connections!

I got into cardamom around 1985. Before that I did bakery work, making biscuits. I mainly 
buy my cardamom from Skyorutong, but now it is not so good. Last year it went down [in 
production], but it was still OK. This year it is terrible. You have seen my godown just below 
Marcella’s house, on her land. This year it is almost empty...

Alim had suffered several terrible years of poverty after the first crisis, but had been supported by  
his friend Binod, a larger trader purchasing cardamom from all across India, Nepal and Sikkim. 
“There was some profit over the last ten years”, he told me, “but this year the price has fallen 
again. What you earn you must spend. It’s not for your whole life! Milk, television, electrics! We 
have to live!”

Sometimes cardamom is unpredictable. It comes and goes. It depends on the upperwalla! 
(God). I kept doing cardamom during the crisis but a lot less. It was only a quarter, a 
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handful, of what we had once had. I’m Muslim, so I read the namaz¹0 to protect my own 
business, just like others do their puja. When we die we have a handful of cardamom and we 
die happy. It falls from our hands as we die.

Anil’s description of the malleability of life when confronted by the rhythms of cardamom’s 
success and failure map well onto Akhil Gupta’s notion of suspended time as having its own ontic 
condition, presenting its own inherent and definable logics. As Mohan the retired farmer 
declared, sat on a crate in the space of his empty godown, cardamom has its own ways, in part 
dictated by its relations with diseases and pests. People have come to “live with its rhythm”. 
Anthropologists Timothy Choy and Jerry Zee (2015) have argued for a similar consideration of 
the nature and meaning of suspension. In a paper that appraises different forms of suspension –– 
how sand shifts and settles in a wind tunnel, and through what means matsutake mushrooms 
become flavourful vapours –– Choy and Zee make the case for a shift in concentration, directing 
us to pay attention to the media in which both people and particulates are held. Suspension, in 
this manner, directs us to look beyond the power of the maker(s) and onto the force of that 
which has been created (Choy and Zee 2015: 211), foregrounding the agency of those forces 
unleashed by human (mis)action and asking in what manner ‘things have come to be so’ (Choy 
2018: 56). 

In analogous reading of the concept, artist and anthropologist Abou Farman sees spatial and 
more-than-human possibilities in suspension, describing it as ‘the space of translation between 
biological and chronological time’ that contains a cultural significance through its ‘historical and 
cultural relation to finitude and infinitude’ (Farman 2020: 311). This understanding raises 
awareness of the suspension of Colletotrichum gloeosporioides leaf blight in the soil and flora, and 
of the more-than-human interrelations that shape cultivators lives (see Chapter 4). As pathogens 
have spread further into Moro-Manga’s cardamom forest, their effects have shaped human 
temporalities. Individual and collective futures have been reforged by the impact of cardamom 
disease upon households’ economies. Former patterns of engagement with cardamom’s ecology 
and economy have collapsed, and patterns of labouring that were quickly rendered unviable have 
been replaced by ones that rely upon spatialised and reciprocal labour arrangements involving 
kith and kin.

Stagnant production: refiguring labour

The attenuated revival of cardamom cultivation, several years after its first collapse, did not see 
the return of historical practices of migrant labour. With cultivators in more precarious financial 
positions, and harvests bringing diminishing yields, there was neither the need nor the possibility 
to hire contract labourers. As Ben Campbell observed among the Tamang in Tengu, an increased 
contact with the market economy through petty commodity production favours the 
intensification of exchange labour, a form of mobilisation encouraged by the absence of a landless 
labour force (Campbell 1992: 282-3). Cultivators shifted to a system grounded in cooperative 

¹0 The namaz, more commonly known by the Arabic word salah, is an Islamic act of prayer performed five time per 
day, involving the recitation of certain verses alongside acts of prostration.



● 75

work groups, known either as “parma” or “pareli” (N.), “labour swap”, or more often simply 
“swap” (E.). Under this system, households exchange their labour with each other, either with 
families residing in close proximity, or in an entirely different growing band. There is no 
imperative to directly repay labour: the obligation of reciprocity is expected to be met when 
required in the harvest season, determined by when fields ripen. Labour exchange work groups 
are sometimes supplemented by locally hired day labour. As one farmer explained:

The system of labour has decreased along with the system of production. Before one acre 
would give four manns of cardamom; now is a ratio of 1:1... Just one mann per acre. So we 
need less labour, all because of this blight and disease. It is easier for us to harvest because 
there is so much less to bring in. 15 or 16 years ago labourers were coming and going all the 
time but not now. Now we simply exchange labour. Those who do not have enough time to 
work for somebody else, maybe they will hire labour... From lower villages for example, they 
might call down to bring up boys.

Moro-Manga’s cash-cropping households –– as is common in many other places (Netting, Stone 
& Stone 1989: 306) –– tend to be comparatively small, usually between four and five persons. 
While the resident family household comprises the primary unit of labour, at harvest time 
households depend upon work performed by their friends and neighbours, to whom one returns 
labour in kind. The supplementation of the work of such cooperative groups with day labourers 
(usually young men or teenage boys), plays only a minor role in harvest labour for most 
households; the principle of reciprocal exchange has come to be the major force in harvest labour 
arrangements. Bringing together a large volume of labour power at one time allows cultivators to 
avoid bottlenecks during the harvest period, and provides disciplined and structured cultivation 
practices, as labourers strive to undertake good work for someone who they know will be 
providing their own labour in turn. As for Caroline Humphrey’s Lhomi interlocutors in 
Sankhuwasaba District in eastern Nepal, who recognised that ‘the most scarce item in the 
economy is labour, not land’ (Humphrey 1992: 122), cultivators are aware of the necessity of 
maintaining labouring arrangements in order for harvests to be successfully realised. Cultivators’ 
ongoing participation in market production is thus tied to making and maintaining social ties 
through reciprocal labour.

The making and forging of these ties goes beyond the present facts of kinship relations. Ben 
Campbell has argued that it is a mistake to assume that in regions on the fringes of the state the 
‘bulk of production and consumption’ is left to be organized simply through kinship ties 
(Campbell 2018; cf. Hart & Hann 2009: 2). Creative organisational arrangements between 
households may align with longer-term kinship bonds and religious affiliations, but these in 
themselves do not provide a ‘subsistence imperative, or a constitution for regulating labour 
processes’ (Campbell 2018: 153). Rather, practices such as the reciprocal exchange of labour are 
creative endeavours that render the domestic sphere an ‘arena for inventiveness and negotiation’, 
in which alliances are forged and broken and boundaries manipulated through practices distant 
from the ‘moral inflections’ of kinship (Campbell 2018: 153). Cardamom cultivators’ forging 
and breaking of reciprocal work parties are influenced by alignments of tribal caste and religion, 
the perceived quality of the other party’s labour (and the size of the household labour force they 
can mobilise), and also by the simple fact of whether they find working together a pleasant 
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experience. Catholic men can be reluctant to exchange labour with Protestant households, due to 
the differing expectations towards alcohol consumption while labouring. While Catholics expect 
to drink at the beginning of the harvest period –– both as a ritual performance and as a way of 
warding off fears of snakebite (see Chapter 3) –– Protestant evaluations of alcohol as morally 
corruptible proclude the consumption of alcohol during this time. My Catholic interlocutors 
would frequently bemoan having to labour alongside Protestant neighbours, who were said to be 
less fun to spend time with in the fields as a result of their sobriety. Conversely, Protestant 
smallholders would on occasion opine that Catholics’ intoxication during the harvest affected the 
quality of their labour. 

There has been a relative paucity of work addressing the dynamics of reciprocal labour 
exchange across the South Asian Himalaya. Ben Campbell’s doctoral thesis on the subject is the 
major exception, a comparative account in which he argues that rather than reflecting general 
principles of social exchange, reciprocal labour constitutes a ‘field of social interaction in which 
contradictions of domestic productive activity and association are at issue’ (Campbell 1993: 237). 
Where other accounts of household production see labour exchange parties as simply a way in 
which production is realised, not ‘different from and greater than the livelihood’ of domestic 
household groups (Sahlins 1974: 78), Campbell asserts its separateness as both an alternative 
mode of sociality and a form of labouring that is grounded in household needs while containing 
the potential to transcent their organisational limitations. Significantly, reciprocal labour 
exchange nevertheless contains the capacity to ‘both reflect and disguise inequalities’ between 
them (Campbell 1993: 254-5). This insight parallels that of William Mitchell, who in his work 
on Andean labour exchange observed how in the festive labour exchange practice of minka, in 
which workers are remunerated for their labour through both wages and gifts of food, alcohol, 
coca leaves and cigarettes, a seemingly redistributive mechanism and ethos of generosity in fact 
tended to ’support relations of inequality’. Those able to host ritual labouring events commanded 
labour power in a region in which it was commonly scarce (Mitchell 1991: 206). In this manner, 
asymmetric reciprocity holds the potential to support dominance.

Inequalities in ecological conditions in Moro-Manga served to shape the nature of labour 
exchange relations, through the perception of inter-household agricultural inequalities over both 
the shorter and longer term. A household holding a long-standing exchange pattern with a 
neighbour might decide to instead supplement its own family labour with that of wage labourers, 
rather than continue to labour through parma, should it seem that an asymmetrical relationship 
might emerge that would place one household into reliance on another. Such circumstances arose 
in the final weeks before the harvest in 2016, when my neighbour Robert, optimistic about his 
coming yields, declined to work alongside a neighbouring household.

Growing conditions had been favourable throughout the spring and summer of 2016, and 
Robert was expecting a substantial return from his four-and-a-half acres of land. He had seen no 
sign of leaf blight or capsule rot in the largest fields that sat adjacent to his house, or in the 
smaller “top field” that he cultivated near Upper Skyorutong. It looked to be the first year in 
recent memory that his crops would not be affected by blight, and he expressed concerns to me 
as to whether he would be able to summon a workforce sufficient to bring in the harvest quickly. 
I offered to work alongside him and his family, as I had done the previous year, but he mentioned 
that he might look around for the services of local boys to act as day labourers. Usually Robert’s 
harvest labour was centred around his four person family, supported by a labour sharing 
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arrangement that he made with his neighbour Arthur, and which had been continued by Arthur’s 
daughter Minky who had taken over the management of their lands. The problem in 2016 was 
that Robert was concerned about Arthur and Minky’s cardamom holdings. One large field, that 
lay on steep north-facing slopes sheltered from the sun, was suffering from capsule rot. Robert 
believed that the entire crop might be wiped out. When I spoke to Minky a few weeks before the 
harvest, she seemed concerned that Robert had not asked to renew their usual exchange 
arrangement, and was looking to find boys who may work as day labourers. It seemed to both 
Minky and me that Robert might fear keeping a close labouring connection with a neighbouring 
household who might ask for money –– due to an imbalance of labour at harvest time –– or 
come to him later in the year to ask for a loan; he would, after all, be aware of the extent of their 
troubles, and might find it difficult to refuse any request. Their relation was one shaped by 
material conditions of abundance or precarity that came to play a part in interpersonal 
evaluation. Labouring relations were characterised by continual negotiation, dependent in part 
upon the continuing health of the relationships that cultivators held with their crops.

Evaluations and fears of others potential misfortune reflect other accounts from the South 
Asian Himalayas that assert the ‘social practices that reflect and reproduce the tendency toward 
the closure of the family/property unit’ (Ortner 1978: 160). Caution expressed about social 
bonding and labour exchange between households finds its parallel in fears that emerged around 
practices of inter-household dependency and the potential actions of malevolent poisoners 
(Chapter 5).

Remittances and returning family labour

Even when opportunities for labour-sharing arrangements do not exist, most households can rely 
upon their family labour. In cases where individuals have out-migrated in search of other, often 
education-driven, opportunities, it was common that they supported the household through 
remittances and labour, returning to contribute their work during harvest season. Most parents 
expected that their children would return to help them with this period of frantic labour, and it 
was said that no-one’s son or daughter would refuse this if asked. “I fed him all his childhood, 
and paid for his school fees”, one man jokingly remarked when speaking of his son’s imminent 
return to labour ahead of the harvest “so of course he returns for this month!” Now in his late 
forties, the son was a professor of engineering at a college in Sikkim, but made sure he returned 
each harvest. His income had helped the family to hold on to land during periods of crisis.

Jonathan, a Sherpa man in his late-thirties, was working as an editor’s assistant for a 
production house in Kolkata. In October of my first fieldwork year, he cut his duties there short 
so as to return and help with the harvest. “There aren’t enough agricultural labourers like before”, 
he explained, “it’s a real labour shortage all over India but especially here, and no-one will come 
from Nepal now for such a [small] harvest. Everyone is taking their chance in the cities…” His 
return visit each year, to bring in his family’s harvest, felt to me like another form of suspension. 
The creative work that cardamom money had given him the freedom to pursue was interrupted 
each year by the pathogens that undermined its growing conditions. Jonathan agreed –– he 
seemed to be forever returning to help with a livelihood that had stagnated. “I would hire 
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someone and pay a 100 rupees to him each day, but who will come for this harvest? There aren’t 
even enough local boys.” Yet, he insisted that there were many social benefits to his annual visit: 
“it is good when we all return, we are four brothers in the family and we are seldom in the same 
place except for the harvest.” If cardamom had not gone through so much crisis, he said, he 
would certainly return less frequently. This reunion, although one constrained by the conditions 
of production, offered opportunities for familial sociality. While kinship bonds may not 
necessarily entail an imperative to labour together, here the necessity of maintaining production 
had become a way through which practices of familial labouring were reinforced. 

For some individuals, international out-migration meant that they could not return to assist 
personally with the annual harvest. Up in the high hamlets near Pala, one single woman farmer 
in her 60s was supported by remittances from abroad. Her brother and son had both moved to 
Bhutan in the 1970s, but were forced out of the country in the 1980s when the Bhutanese 
government expelled the ethnic Nepali (Lhotshampa) population (see Hutt 2003). Living alone, 
but often surrounded by her nearby nieces and nephews, she was partly dependent upon 
remittances sent from her overseas relatives. Cash advances sent by them helped to secure the 
services of agricultural labour to clean and harvest her cardamom holdings. “They work there, 
and send the money”, she said, “and it is always enough. I do not have to labour.”

As has been noted in other contexts, migrant flows and the remittances that they provide are 
an increasing part of the agricultural economy that can change the production and consumption 
possibilities of households (Cederström 1990). They have been seen to create favourable 
conditions for ongoing rural development and to overcome the limitations of rural credit and 
debt relations (Stark 1976; Griffin 1976). In Moro-Manga, remittances and returning migrant 
labour have come to play an integral part in mitigating and overcoming the stagnation that has 
been effected by blight. 

Contrasted with the stories of individuals and households who were forced to flee in the face 
of blight, the success of households able to access remittances from family members working in 
other sectors of the Indian and international labour market shows how the spatialisation of class 
supports agricultural work. As Li Zhang has argued, class spatialisation is an economic and 
cultural phenomenon that sits at the heart of problem of understanding social formations (Zhang 
2010: 14; see also Lefebvre 1991). Cardamom money has permitted some individuals a social 
mobility that has led to a diversification of income sources that can support households during 
times of instability in cardamom production. In Chapter 5, I look more closely at the migration 
experiences that were common among younger interlocutors. I give an ethnographic account of 
some of the migrant labouring journeys my interlocutors made in India and abroad, which often 
brought remittances that could support households during times when agricultural production 
was compromised by blight. These experiences, I show, are ones that are exploratory and 
uncertain, and cut through by the racialised inequalities of the labour market. They involve forms 
of cosmopolitanism different from those experienced in the Himalaya –– a marginalised form of 
being in relation to the Indian state. At their heart, though, these were often journeys made not 
in anticipation of wealth or success, but in search of an escape from the stagnation of cardamom, 
an uncertain alternative to lives held in suspension by blight and agricultural instability.
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✽

Epidemics and viruses, as Alain Badiou has asserted, are complicated ‘by the fact that [they] are 
always a point of articulation between natural and social determinations’ (Badiou 2020). The 
suspension of Colletotrichum gloeosporioides leaf blight and other pathogens, in the soil, air and 
floral bodies of Moro-Manga’s cardamom forest have brought about a natural refiguring of social 
relations, a necessary shift in labouring attangements, and a repurposing of the infrastructure that 
was constructed in relation to the ecology and economy of commercial cardamom cultivation. 
This chapter has shown how this period of stagnation has been navigated –– how interlocutors 
persisted with cultivation in the face of upheaval. The sociology of Moro-Manga and its outlying 
hamlets are shaped by these new growing conditions and labour relations. In the next chapter, I 
outline in detail how cultivation proceeds in the face of these attenuated agrarian conditions.
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3. Settlement and cultivation on the Indo-Bhutanese border

The conditions of production in Moro-Manga’s cardamom industry after the arrival of blight 
have seen about a recomposition of labour relations, household incomes and ritual practices. In 
this chapter, I give an outline of the demography, caste and class relations and social and 
technical processes of production in the region under these new agrarian conditions. Although 
the entirety of any village social structure is too complex to comprehensively describe in one 
section, this chapter draws upon the historical circumstances and extra-local social relations 
described in Chapter 1 to give an environmentally- and historically-sensitive outline of the 
material and social arrangements in cardamom as they existed in Moro-Manga between 2015 and 
2019. In the first half of this chapter, I detail the demography and occupational practices of 
Moro-Manga smallholders, and the caste and class relations of the settlement. In the second half, 
I describe in detail patterns and practices of cultivation, focusing upon the annual cycle in 
cardamom production. I aim to show how the material and symbolic engagements with 
cardamom and its pathogens play out throughout the year, and to highlight how blight has 
refigured social relations, labouring practices, and acts of ritual performance.

Moro-Manga Khasmahal

Moro-Manga Khasmahal comprises a settlement of two interlinked villages and their 
surrounding hamlets that run parallel to the far eastern edge of Kalimpong District, West Bengal, 
on the western border of the Kingdom of Bhutan. These settlements lie around 40km to the east 
of Kalimpong town on the western bank of the Medicine River (dobai khola), at the 
northernmost point of a mostly unpaved, jeepable road that runs through the Chapramari 
Wildlife Sanctuary from the Bengal plains to the south. To the west is the Neora Valley National 
Park that contains tracts of some of India’s last remaining primary forest, a biodiversity hotspot. 
This is a sparsely populated, overwhelmingly Nepali-speaking area, inhabited by Rai, Lepcha, 
Sherpa, Tamang, and Bhutia castes. The village of Manga, that is separated from Moro by the 
Medicine River, is predominantly Buddhist, with the monastery at its centre adhering to the 
traditions of Vajrayana (Diamond Vehicle) Buddhism. All other settlements in the area are 
predominantly Christian, mainly Roman Catholic, Anglican (Church of North India) and 
Presbyterian (United Church of North India). The long history of the region’s intertwined 
missionary work and development has been outlined in Chapter 1.

Kalimpong District’s climate varies from subtropical in its southernmost regions on the 
plains, to a cooler sub-alpine, belt in the higher north. At around 1,300m, the villages and 
hamlets around Moro-Manga have a temperate climate, with heavy rainfall occurring during a 
long monsoon season. Neither good agricultural land nor fresh water seem to have ever been 
particularly scarce in the area and the latter is present in abundance. Several fresh mountain 
springs (dharas) on the high slopes to the west supply sufficient water for all settlements, 
although control over these resources is occasionally a matter of contestation between different 
settlements. The Medicine River flows between Moro and Manga, fed from the snow-capped 
peaks to the north and east. Near its western banks, east of Moro bazaar, the Bhutia community 
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at Bhutiagaon cultivates rice paddy on terraced land. In all other areas agricultural holdings have 
been almost entirely given over to cardamom cultivation.

The single road that passes through the Chapramari Wildlife Sanctuary connects all major 
hamlets, terminating at Moro bazaar. It was created as a paved (asphalt) road in the mid-1980s, 
but has fallen into such disrepair that it now makes for difficult driving for all vehicles smaller 
than jeeps. From the main roadline at Skyorutong up to the hamlets of Middle and Upper 
Skyorutong a new road has been constructed, around 2km in length. There is a small health 
clinic below Moro bazaar staffed by a practice nurse. A second health centre was built at 
Skyorutong in the 1980s with funds from the Danish International Development Agency, but 
was closed around the turn of millennium and is currently used as a storage space for local 
sawyers and carpenters. 

Telecommunications coverage is restricted to BSNL (Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited) 
landline service and Bhutanese mobile networks; no Indian mobile phone coverage is available 
anywhere above the village of Jhalong, near the Chapramari Wildlife Sanctuary. Bhutanese SIM 
cards are usually obtained through family connections, by relatives living inside Bhutan who take 
additional cards under their own name. As such, most of the village has access to either the 
government (B-Mobile) or private (Tashi) network inside Bhutan, which provides an 
intermittent connection. Although the 3G signal is patchy on both services, it is sufficient for the 
community to have access to social media and instant messaging services, which have become 
everyday communication tools.

Demography and settlement

The general settlement pattern is one of ethnically-defined areas, suggesting several discrete waves 
of migration by different ethnic groups (see Map 2). Lepcha households predominate in the area 
around Middle and Upper Skyorutong, along with some Sherpa familes. The long stretch along 
and below the roadside at Lower Skyorutong is dominated by a Rai community. Around Moro 
bazaar, settlement patterns are more mixed, with Rai, Lepcha, Sherpa, Tamang and Gurung 
households present. The Bhutia community almost exclusively resides in Bhutiagaon. Kulung 
migrants, who settled in the decades after the 1980s, mainly inhabit the lower reaches of 
Skyorutong and the hamlets that run down toward Paten. Across the Medicine River, in Manga 
and its hamlets, there is a mixed population of Nepali ethnic groups overshadowed by the larger 
community of ethnic Bhutanese.

The demography of Moro-Manga Khasmahal is as follows: 5,290 people reside in 1,031 
households, 624 of whom are below school age (age six). Of this population, 1,225 people are 
registered as cultivators (767 men – 458 women), 197 as agricultural labourers (127 men - 70 
women), 21 as household industry workers (17 men - 7 women), 201 as other workers (149 men 
- 52 women), and 703 as marginal workers (434 men - 269 women). 2,943 are registered as non-
workers (Directorate of Census Operations 2011; see Appendix A). There are no figures available 
for the ethnic composition of the village, or for education level and life expectancy. There are 
enough household heads over the age of 70 that life expectancy can be assumed to be reasonably 
high. Accidents and injuries among younger men serve to reduce this. Road accidents,  falls from 
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mountain paths, accidents while hunting, and deaths linked to intoxication are not common, but 
do occur. Injuries and deaths due to falls are exacerbated by the difficult terrain, the region’s 
geography of dispersed settlements, and the poor quality of medical care in the region. 

The journey from both Pala and Skyorutong to Moro bazaar is a walk of around one hour, or 
a twenty-five minute journey by jeep. The most remote settlements, further towards the plains 
near Paten, or in the high hamlets beyond Pala, are several hours’ walk from Moro bazaar. The 
built-up centre of Moro village is a warren of alleyways that cut between the three- and four-
storey concrete buildings erected since the 1980s. Above, cardamom fields merge with patches of 
forest land. Below lies the motor stand and directly adjacent to it the small marketplace that on 
Sunday is the location of the haat bazaar. This is the only built-up area in the region. Other 
settlements have small centres, comprising schools, small shops and –– in the case of Skyorutong 
–– a disused medical clinic. Only Moro is sizeable enough to be viewed as a centre. Its many 
shops, restaurants and churches are a nexus for trade throughout the region, and it continues to 
be a focal point for cardamom middlemen and farmers in India and Bhutan. 

Caste and class: terminology and formation

With only a few minor exceptions, almost every family in Moro-Manga is of Bhutanese, 
Sikkimese and Tibetan (Bhotiya) origin, or comes from the strata of non-caste, non-Hindu 
janajati indigenous groups considered to occupy the middle band of the Nepali caste hierarchy. 
This hierarchy, formally outlined in the Muluki Ain (‘Nation’s Code’) of 1854, places janajatis 
below Bahun (Brahmin), Chhetri (Kshatriya) and high-caste Newars but above the ‘pani na 
chalne’ low castes from whom taking water is traditionally unacceptable, and untouchable dalits 
(DFID & World Bank 2018). As described in Chapter One, these janajati groups, originating in 
the hills and plains of Nepal’s eastern regions made up the overwhelming majority of the first 
waves of migrants that came to populate the Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills. Darjeeling and 
Kalimpong urban areas have seen subsequent in-migration from Nepali Bahun-Chhetris, Newaris 
of the Kathmandu valley, and Indians from several regions, primarily Bengal and Bihar. Later 
migration patterns have been minor in Moro-Manga. The village maintains an almost-exclusively 
janajati and Bhutia population and settlement pattern, as described above.

It has been difficult to decide upon nomenclature relating to ethnic categorisation. I have 
some sympathy with Jan Breman’s coining of the term ‘tribal caste’ to describe people who are 
historically associated with notions of indigeneity but are at present incorporated within the caste 
system, and who sometimes see themselves as well-defined by the category of Scheduled Tribe 
(ST) (see Steur 2014). However, many of my interlocutors rejected notions of tribalness and the 
classifications that it entails — which they saw as enforcing a sense of primitiveness — and the 
idea of caste, which they viewed as a means by which pan-Nepali solidarity in India is fragmented 
and diminished, through the assertion of internal divisions. 

Adivasi is a term that very few of my interlocutors would recognise themselves by. One 
farmer gave a good summary of my research companions’ prevailing sentiments around the word: 
“this term is just the name that the government uses for us, but we are not that”. ‘Adivasi’ was 
most often seen as an appropriate term for other indigenous groups, and there was a general 
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concensus among my interlocutors that it was a fitting label for the traditional tribal peoples of 
India, but not for those of Nepal. When the term was used in everyday conversation it was most 
often spoken in reference to the tribal populations of the Bengal plains, such as the region’s 
Rajbongshi, Koch and Garo. I have decided in this thesis to remain with the term ‘janajati’, 
which I feel retains a sense of greater Himalayan identity in India. In doing so, I recognise the 
differences that exist between the usage of the term across South Asia, and the contrasts in the 
relationship between indigenous groups and caste Hindu society in India and Nepal, which the 
term may be at risk of eliding. 

My ruminations here are not just over matter of style and convention: this question of 
terminology is reflective of the historical and contemporary debates around identity, caste and 
class in the Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills that have seen a developing nationalism countered by 
the assertion of caste- and class-based political mobilisation. Two key strands in the history of the 
region’s ethnic identity are the transformation and weakening of the Nepali caste system within 
the Indian Himalaya, and the development of a politicised pan-Nepali identity and its effects 
upon caste, class and ethnic and state relations in the twentieth century.

The caste and class dynamics of the Darjeeling hills differ markedly from the Bengal plains to 
the south and adjacent regions of Nepal, Bhutan and Sikkim to the west, east and north. The 
structure of the Nepali caste system differs greatly from that of India, and an overassertion of its 
structural qualities by researchers whose understanding of caste is grounded in the Indian context 
has obscured critical differences of value and meaning. Nepal’s social developmental trajectory is 
not, as Sylvain Lévi claimed, ‘India in the making’ (‘le Nepal, c’est l’Inde qui se fait’). The structure 
of the Nepali caste system is not a retrograde stage of that seen in India, but rather has a different 
orientation and set of meanings. These exhibit strong internal spatial variation, with regions 
distant from the Kathmandu valley having caste and class characteristics strongly distinguished 
from those within it. Speaking of the Kirati groups of the eastern regions, Dor Bahadur Bista 
makes clear the relative importance of notions of egalitarianism — as opposed to those of 
hierarchy — and the informality and negotiability of caste relations where they do predominate 
(Bista 1991: 51). Similarly, Lionel Caplan notes the relative fluidity of caste relations in the 
eastern regions, although he places greater emphasis upon caste hierarchies as they exist between 
Brahmin and non-Brahmin groups (Caplan 1970: 70-72).

This pattern of caste relations underwent substantial transformation upon entering the 
Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills, often in ways that further downplayed distinctions within ethnic 
Nepali groups while variously accentuating or effacing differences with neighbouring ethnic 
groups. The description of caste and class relations outlined in Tanka Subba’s doctoral work 
(Subba 1983) remains the most comprehensive sociological overview of the region, and his 
summary of caste and class relations (Subba 1983: 295), highlighting the absence of ritualised 
caste proscriptions among hill middle castes, is worth quoting at length:

The Nepalese caste structure which had developed in Nepal took a slightly different shape in 
this region in the course of migration. [...] The caste structure as it exists in Darjeeling and 
Sikkim today has broadly three classes –– high, middle and low. The high caste group 
consists of Bahuns, Thakuris and Chettris; the middle caste group consists of Newars, Rais, 
Limbus, Yakhas, Tamangs, Mangars, Gurungs, Sherpas, Jogis, Sunwars, Yolmos, Bhujals, 
Thamis etc., and the low castes include Kamis, Sarkis, Damais and Gaines.
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It has been found that the structural distances at the caste-group or caste level are more 
strictly detailed and strictly maintained in Nepal than in the region under study. Among the 
various caste groups of this region the high and low castes are found to be more adherent to 
the caste rules but the middle castes are not very serious about the same. This may be due to 
their tribal background for a long time. Each of these caste groups has an internal hierarchy 
in Nepal but in Darjeeling and Sikkim, the intra-caste hierarchy is only seen among the high 
and the low castes but that too is very limited. A hierarchical relationship is found among the 
middle castes also to some extent but such relations are based more on socio-economic than 
ritual criteria as found in Nepal.

An emphasis upon socio-economic criteria in the formation of class hierarchy seems to have been 
present since the earliest decades following migration to India. In examining the role of 
institutions and elites in the early-twentieth century pahār, Roderick Chalmers asserts that while 
inclusion within the ‘supra-ethnic formation’ of the Nepali jati was predicated upon caste 
affiliation and ethnicity, participation within public life and ability to contribute towards the 
development of Indian Nepali culture were more often policed by factors of class and socio-
economic status (Chalmers 2009: 112). As at present, the absence of strict caste restrictions in 
this period meant that social advancement through enterprise, or education at one of the region’s 
mission schools held the potential for social mobility.

In general, then, the hill regions have historically been marked by a diminished importance 
of caste and religious divisions when compared to other areas of India. There is a particular 
contrast with the situation on the north Bengal plains, which are strongly divided along caste 
lines (Chari 2004). Demographic distinctions reinforce a sense of difference between these two 
populations: there has historically existed a majority Hindu, Bengali population on the plains of 
Darjeeling and Kalimpong districts, particularly strong towards and around the transit hub of 
Siliguri, and a dominance of non-Hindu Nepalis in the hill regions of these districts (Subba 
1983: 29).

In his research among cardamom cultivators in eastern Nepal, Fitzpatrick suggests that a 
class-based analysis is more suited to the contemporary ethnographic situation, where poverty 
and caste do not directly map onto one another. He suggests that,

…while an ethnic or caste-based analysis is sufficient for understanding historical processes of 
economic and social change, a class-based analysis is much more useful for examining 
contemporary economic and social differentiation (Fitzpatrick 2011:117)

I agree with Fitzpatrick’s emphasis upon class-based analysis, reflective of other recognitions of 
increasing importance of class, not caste, as a determinant of social structure and individual life 
chances in South Asia (see, for example, Parry 2020). I find class differentiation to be a far more 
productive window of analysis than that of caste (cf. Deschenaux 2019: 15-6). Yet, compared to 
other ethnographic cases, class differentiation on the ground was comparatively absent in Moro-
Manga, a consequence of the class homogeneity of the region’s settlers and the dispersal of the 
most successful and precarious cultivators as a response to the changed circumstances of 
cardamom after blight. While consideration of the class of cardamom smallholders in the wider 
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region is significant to this thesis, inter-class differentiations among cultivators such as those that 
Fitzpatrick analyses hold little analytical purchase in this present study.

Caste and class on the ground in Moro-Manga

The ‘unserious’ middle castes of whom Tanka Subba writes comprise the overwhelming majority 
of the population of Moro-Manga, alongside Lepcha and Bhutia households whose position 
within the regional caste system is comparable, and for whom observance of caste rules is 
comparably lax. As such, there is not the increasing domination of land and social affairs by high-
caste Bahun-Chhetri (Brahmin-Kshatriya) groups, as has been witnessed in other cardamom-
growing regions of the South Asian Himalaya (see Fitzpatrick 2011). The make-up of the middle 
castes of Moro-Manga is one that is cut through along lines of class. As is described below, the 
share of land holdings across castes is roughly even, with little variation seen to exist across ethnic 
lines (see Appendix B). 

The productive capacity of these land holdings, determined to a large extent by the effects of 
viral pathogens, has been a driving force in bringing prosperity to individual households and 
stagnation to others, creating a class system that cuts through all adivasi groups. The attenuation 
of liveihoods in the wake of crop disease brought changes to Moro-Manga’s class configuration. 
The arrival of Colletotrichum gloeosporioides leaf blight saw the exodus of the region’s wealthiest 
farmers (see Chapter 4), and the flight of the most precarious agricultural workers, sharecroppers 
and small farmers. What remains is a rather undifferentiated class of smallholders, and 
significantly smaller classes of manual workers (including sawyers, potters and carpenters), 
sharecroppers and landless labourers. 

The class of smallholders in Moro-Manga is characterised by a general homogeneity in 
incomes and landholdings. Although this is in part a reflection of the impact of blight driving 
out larger and more precarious cultivators, such a pattern is not uncommon in circumstances of 
smallholder production. Research into agrarian lives in South Asia has long recognised that 
commodity production is characterised by the absence of distinct class formation and capital 
accumulation. This ‘blocked differentiation’ is seen as arising either from market constraints upon 
the producer, or from the subordination of producers to more powerful class interests (Harriss-
White 2012: 126). In the first instance, barriers to market engagement, in the form of insurance 
and agricultural inputs, are seen to curtail the options available to the producer, lowering their 
returns. 

The relative absence of these inputs in Moro-Manga (in the form of fertiliser, pesticides and 
seedlings, and crop insurance –– none of which hold much significance to cardamom cultivation) 
belies the first reading. The fact of the subordination of the producer to the more powerful class 
of merchants and moneylenders is more clear: a pattern of annual indebtedness characterises the 
cycle of production, in which smallholders are beholden to cardamom buyers for the capital 
necessary to continue cultivation in the coming year. For Henry Bernstein, this point of contract 
is a struggle at the point of exchange ‘over the conditions of labour in the sphere of 
production’ (Bernstein 1982: 173). Labour conditions are thereby mandated by the merchants 
who broker contracts and extend credit. The domination of smallholders by a powerful class of 
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merchants and moneylenders is assumed to prevent accumulation, investment and the 
improvement of production techniques. In Moro-Manga’s cardamom cultivation, however, the 
relatively small amount of labour required each year to bring in a crop means that smallholders’ 
prosperity –– their ability to accumulate, service their debts, and expand their production –– is 
more commonly determined by the fertility of cardamom and the actions of the viral pathogens 
that work to stifle the yields of these plants.

The domination of the merchant class over the lives of smallholders through the extension of 
credit is accompanied by a reluctance of those merchants to assume direct control over land and 
its cultivation. Merchants prefer instead to leave the risks inherent to cultivation to the producing 
household, who increase self exploitation so as to increase their margins (see Introduction; 
Chayanov 1986; Gidwani 2000). In Moro-Manga this reluctance to assume control of land by all 
except the most local middlemen has meant that even heavily indebted households have often 
maintained control over their holdings. The servicing of these debts is determined more by the 
exposure of each smallholder’s plots to Colletotrichum gloeosporioides and other pathogens than by 
a family’s propensity to labour. Where land has been dispossessed from smallholders, it has in 
most cases been given out to sharecropping farmers, a way by which merchants spread onto an 
insecure tenant class the production risks of lands and crops affected by blight.
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MAP 2: The settlements of Moro-Manga, highlighting regions where the households of certain janajati 
groups are particularly concentrated
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Land holdings, debt and tenure

The pattern of landholdings in Moro-Manga is one defined by the relative homogeneity in terms 
of caste distinctions. My household surveys recorded no household that had fewer than two or 
more than eight acres of land under cultivation (see Appendix B). As has been explained above, 
due to a reluctance on the part of merchants to assume direct control of land, even in cases where 
large debts have been accrued to middlemen many landowners maintained a hold over their 
fields (see Harriss-White 2003: 127). Loans and credit that existed within the merchant-farmer 
relationship were so common that many interlocutors did not see them as constituting debt at 
all. It was common for households to have sizeable debts to their middlemen that rolled over 
each year, with the agreement that mortgaged lands would not be called in. I knew of more than 
one case in which a farmer who was not indebted to his middleman would leave his harvest 
income with the merchant, drawing a certain sum each month.

Due to a similar reluctance on the part of many interlocutors to speak about land, and an 
absence of up-to-date land title documentation¹¹, it was difficult to gain a complete 
understanding of how land tenure broke down within households. Although I knew the intimate 
details of land tenure and ownership within those families I knew best, that sample is small 
enough to not be able to be considered representative. What survey data did reveal is the 
distribution of land between castes and in relation to area of land holding. As Andre Beteille 
noted not long after the outset of anthropological concern with village ethnography in India, the 
preoccupation with caste in relation agrarian socio-agricultural systems can often serve to blind 
the researcher to the importance of class and methods of agricultural production (Beteille 1969; 
1974). The visibility of caste groups, and their mutual exclusivity, have rendered them relatively 
easy to describe. As a result, anthropological research in India has often attached an 
overwhelming importance to analysis proceding along caste lines (Beteille 1969: 18-19). Such a 
line of analysis is, for reasons described above, unsuited to the present study (Subba 1983). Class, 
rather than caste, was the most significant determinant of an individual’s relation to land and 
resources. Class correlated with land holdings and incomes; in neither was there any substantial 
variation between caste groups (see Appendix B).

The unfolding of this picture was complicated by the rupture brought about by blight and 
disease. As the most precarious class of smallholders and wage labourers suffered from the effects 
of the first waves of disease in 1998, many were forced to sell part all of their landholdings. Some 
of these people became sharecroppers in the region; more left Moro-Manga to try and find better 
conditions elsewhere. In some cases landowners were reluctant to speak about land that they had 
acquired from kith and kin who had been forced to sell their land, particularly as the price that 
seller received then was often so low. In one case, I interviewed a sharecropper who was farming 
land that he had previously owned. He claimed that the plot was still his. When his daughter 
questioned this, recalling that the land had been sold off in the summer of 1998, the man argued 
that it had been taken unjustly, and would be returned to him soon. A sense of unfairness about 
how land was redistributed during the first crisis loomed large in many people’s minds.

¹¹ The absence of land title documents, arising in part from the conditions of the settlement of the Kalimpong 
Government Estate, has significant legal implications. It often serves to make it difficult for people to know whether 
they truly own the lands they cultivate and lease out (Anmole Prasad, pers. comms.; see Chapter 1; Miller 1958).
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Inheritance of land in the region is complicated by the knowledge that most household heads 
have about the risks that can arise with the division of lands between brothers. In some families a 
conscious effort is made to ensure that land is not divided to the point where it becomes 
untenable for any one child and their family to live from it. This is a rather uncommon situation, 
however, due to the generally small size of households in which it is normal for parents to have 
fewer than three children. The protocol in many households was to transfer lands to sons (or, in 
some cases, just the eldest son) when the father reached his later years, but in certain cases this 
was withheld. In more than one circumstance, a younger man’s alcoholism compelled his father 
to hold on to land. During my time in Moro-Manga, he had yet to decide whether to pass it on 
to another family member, rather than risk it being lost due to his son’s addiction (see Chapter 
5).

With the exception of the Lepcha, all ethnic groups in the region transfer their land 
patrilineally. Matrilineal inheritance of land among the Lepcha places a certain incentive for boys 
and young men to consider seeking their fortune outside of the village, often through education, 
and encourages marriage to remain within the Lepcha ethnic group. It has not brought about a 
situation where young men from other jats see an incentive to marry a Lepcha woman so as to 
increase their land holdings. The apparent absence of such thought among young men (and their 
parents) goes against research in other regions of India that has stressed the nature of marriage as 
an economic decision that asserts an influence upon social behaviour (Rosenzweig & Stark 
1989).

Among the younger generation inter-caste marriage is increasingly prevalent. The fines that 
must be paid to the samiti (tribal council) in the event of marrying outside one’s ethnic group 
have not increased in several decades and are currently low enough to present almost no real 
financial burden to caste exogamy; they function now more as a symbolic recognition of 
traditional authority. At the same time, the generation of men under around 40 years of age has a 
diminshed knowledge of the strict prohibitions placed on subcaste exogamy. Several interlocutors 
expressed an unwillingness to ask older generations for clarification of these rules and 
prohibitions, either to ask which subcastes they themselves were able to marry, or to inquire 
about the subcaste affiliation of a particular man or woman. Several younger men expressed the 
fear that doing so might take the choice of who to marry out of their hands. Caste endogamy was 
described by several interlocutors as fraught with potentially serious problems regarding a future 
partner’s subcaste, whereas caste exogamy presented relatively minor — and knowable — 
consequences. 

Tenant farmers

The majority of the people engaged in agricultural work are owners of land, a fact that can be in 
part traced to the flight of labour and the rearrangement of land ownership after the first 
production crisis. Of those who do not own land, most are tenant farmers. The Darjeeling census 
of 2011 records that 74.5% of main workers stated their occupation as a cultivator –– either a 
land-working landowner or tenant farmer. 11% of main workers recorded their occupation as an 
agricultural labourer (Directorate of Census Operations 2011). It should be recognised that a 
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landowner and tenant may often be one and the same, as a person may own some land outright 
while renting other areas. Very rarely, a good tenant may find themselves in the position of being 
an owner-cultivator after a run of good agricultural fortune. The increasing price of land in the 
region during my field research made this a diminishing possibility.

Similarly, an agricultural worker may find a sharecropping arrangement that changes his or 
her fortunes, or a sharecropper might find themselves having to work as an agricultural labourer. 
The story that opens this thesis, of Khubidan’s transition from migrant labourer to tenant farmer, 
is illustrative of the process that many agricultural workers underwent, taking on the 
responsibility for working land that the landowner viewed as no longer productive after arrival of 
blight. Khubidan’s story is unrepresentative, however, due to the amount of labouring he 
undertook for other landowners. “He is always on hand for whoever needs him, and he can really 
work”, one neighbour remarked, somewhat admiringly. In many cases, sharecroppers were more 
likely to view wage work as something to be undertaken when facing a shortfall of income from 
cultivation.

In general, while the class of people comprising owner-cultivators was distinct from tenants, 
there was more fluidity between tenant sharecroppers and agricultural labourers, who could pass 
from one class to another in a reasonably short period. Combined with the fact that they were 
strongly in a minority, this fact perhaps hindered the development of any class mobilisation. In 
addition, for all those except the smallest tenant farmers, the returns from cardamom exceed 
those available through any other sharecropping arrangement in the region. Tensions between 
tenants and landlords are comparatively absent in comparison to other ethnographic accounts, 
due to the accepted understanding of what share of the produce should be taken by each. In 
every case I studied a direct 50-50 split was agreed upon. The length of tenure offered was 
commonly generous. I knew of no case of a tenant cultivator being suddenly forced off their 
lands. Eviction of tenants was said to be more difficult than in the past. This was explained 
variously as another result of the absence of title deeds, and as a fact of the labour shortages that 
have accompanied blight.

Agricultural labourers

The population of landless agricultural labourers was extremely small: in the 2011 Darjeeling 
census 3.7% of the population were recorded as full-time (‘main’) agricultural labourers, 
undertaking more than 183 days of labour per year (see Appendix A). An additional 8.7% of the 
population stated agricultural labour to be an occasional income, but it is unclear from the 
census data how much work that entailed and whether it included work conducted under labour 
sharing arrangements.

In most cases the lives of tenants differ from agricultural workers in that the latter have less 
secure employment. This is not always the case, however, and some long-standing arrangements 
exist that have taken on other elements. In the case of the very largest farmers it was common to 
keep on staff at least one person as agricultural and household labour. These employees were 
usually men from landowning families who themselves held no land. Their tasks were to bring 
firewood; tend to cardamom crops during cleaning season; bring fodder for cattle, if any were 
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held; and serve as a key worker during the harvest season. Without exception, these long-term 
labourers were paid in cash, either as a day rate or as an advance at certain times. Meals were also 
provided on an infrequent basis. In the case of the most long-term labouring relationships, these 
had become ones that were also social, with gifts occasionally given.

Maile, an unmarried 40 year old man from my hamlet undertook labour for two households, 
including that of my landlord. The middle brother of a family holding very little land, he had 
sold off his share to his older brother at a cheap price. He resided in a smaller part of his family’s 
home, the only member without land or sharecropping arrangements. While his circumstances 
were considered meagre, he was a respected worker and well-liked individual, and was often paid 
in gifts as well as in cash. Maile’s situation, that of a landless labourer supported by kin, was not 
uncommon. As it is difficult in Moro-Manga for an individual to make a living through wage 
labouring alone, landless individuals who make their income entirely through labour are more 
often than not supported to some degree by family members, who in turn exploit their labour 
power. Wage labourers contribute towards the household through their labour, residing usually in 
the property of kin who are in a more stable position. In this manner, inter-household 
inequalities are also intra-household inequalities, where the distribution of land within families 
contrives to place individuals (usually men) in superordinate or subordinate relations to their kin. 
Households can improve their lot substantially through the coercion of ‘intra-kin’ labour (Brass 
2003: 112). A household may contain a man who has inherited much of his father’s land living 
alongside a landless brother, or it may be one in which land has been distributed equally. The 
class position of kin within the peasant household is determined by such arrangements (Brass 
2003: 105; cf. Banaji 2003: 82).

Full-time wage work in the service of a single, or several employers was, however, a 
comparatively rare thing; considered by some to be the most demeaning form of labour 
relationship. Others saw it as less demeaning and more intimate than casual labour, particularly if 
the relationship was long-standing. Although uncommon, long-term labouring arrangements 
were held by members of the poorest individuals with their richer kin. These were more often 
seen as exploitative, particularly if they involved close relatives. During my first year in Moro-
Manga, Paulus, a large farmer living in a new-built modern house, began hiring his impoverished 
cousin Jonathan on a waged basis to supervise the cleaning and weeding of his top field and as 
general agricultural labour. Jonathan had lost almost all of his land in the years after the first 
blight, reduced to farming an area no more than twenty decimals on a steep incline, which 
produced very little cardamom. Many people said that Paulus should have handled this 
relationship differently, by granting Jonathan more autonomy or a parcel of land to improve his 
lot. Others said that Paulus should simply have found another person to labour for him, even if 
that resulted in Jonathan’s impoverishment. The dependent relationship of Jonathan upon his 
brother was, to many, unfortunate, and painful to witness.

Landless and land-poor labourers are more likely than others to avail themselves of schemes 
to bring in additional income, the most common of which is MGNREGA, the Mahatma 
Gandhi Employment Guarantee Act of 2005 that guarantees the right to at least 100 days work 
to every household whose adult members volunteer their labour. This is invariably directed 
towards the construction of pathways, roads and concrete steps, and is known by some locals as 
“path work” (bato ko kam). For poorer households, this was a critical source of income when 
agriculture failed, yet access to the scheme was uneven. Some households were barred from access 
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by lack of the proper citizenship and registration papers. This was common for those Kulung 
families who had migrated to Moro-Manga in the 1980s to work as temporary labour and later 
settled in the area. Many of these individuals lacked the paperwork and documents required to 
evidence their identity, and the political mediation needed to remedy this situation was lacking, 
due in part to the breakdown of the panchayat system¹², the traditional form of village-level 
governance and mediation in South Asia. Since the turn of the millennium, and particularly 
since the establishment of the Gorkhaland Territorial Administration in 2012, the panchayat 
system in Darjeeling and Kalimpong districts has essentially ceased to function. Fewer officials 
are elected to the panchayat, and the assemblies’ abilities to secure resources and transmit 
knowledge between local populations and regional government has been diminished (Peter 
McGowran, pers. comms).

The absence of this political mediation has created a strong barrier to accessing MGNREGA 
and similar schemes such as subsidised rice (see Carswell and DeNeve 2020; Piliavsky 2014). In 
their place, larger farmers and weathier households provide informal support to poorer families, 
in part by giving away their unneeded MGNREGA cards so that other individuals can exceed the 
100 allotted days of labour. Often –– but not always –– this act comes with the assumption that 
it will secure the (remunerated) labour of the card recipients come harvest time. It was common 
for poorer or more precarious individuals, particularly younger men, to have acquired two or 
three MGNREGA cards. One MGNREGA foreman and labour recruiter explained the 
situation:

The local boys come to me to get their hajira (day labour). Not just local actually, whoever 
comes to me can be employed here, even if they are using someone else’s card. You have to 
work twelve days in total in order to get payment. So people sometimes have others come in 
and finish off their work, especially if it is harvesting season for the cardamom. Whoever likes 
to come, comes, just to get a little bit of extra money for their pocket (usko pocket ko lagi). If 
you do not do 100 days of labour then maybe your card will be cancelled. The government 
will think that you no longer need it. For this reason as well people will get their friends and 
their family members to come [and do more work on their job card].

The absence of migrant labour from other regions, and of free-floating labour within Moro-
Manga has meant that the line between labourer and landowner has blurred. Landowners sons 
may or may not labour, depending on their family income and inclination. Some men would 
make moral judgements of those who were seen as too lazy or spoilt to labour; others, by 
contrast, saw MGNREGA and casual labouring work as a “waste of time” (samaeko pani haani) 
or not sufficiently remunerative, or said that they did not have free time to spare (phorshad 
chaina). These moral evaluations, however, were made half in jest. MGNREGA was an activity 
that could be casually entered into, or avoided. The only serious moral judgements made upon 
individuals refusing to labour concerned circumstances where people refused to labour for their 
families, particularly at harvest time.

¹² The panchayat raj is a South Asian political system found in India, Nepal and Pakistan that constitutes an assembly 
of five elder community members. Its functions were traditionally to settle disputes. In India, the Amendment Act of 
1992 devolved many powers of local government in to the panchayats, including the implementation of 
development plans and social and legal representation.
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In general, farmers seemed to think of landless workers as whole social persons, and 
relationships were built that often extended beyond those necessary for the labouring process. 
Landowners would often give gifts to labourers who became closely embedded in households; 
their houses often acted as social spaces in which labourers would mix (see Chapter 2). Despite 
this, a clear and distict line existed between landholders and the landless and land-poor, 
including even affluent tenant farmers. One interlocutor asserted this in the strongest terms: “in 
the hills up here no-one really cares for you if you do not have land”, he told me. “You are a 
different sort of person… it is a totally different life”.

The flight of so many landless labourers, and the general shortage of labour at present in the 
region, has complicated this picture. Although landless labourers comprise only a small 
percentage of the population of the region, their labour power is rendered valuable through its 
relative scarcity (see Campbell 1993). A categorical distinction is made between them and owner-
cultivators due to the different kinds of aspirations they can hold and the standards of living they 
can maintain. Yet, many land-poor owner-cultivators and tenant farmers also find themselves in 
the position where they can no longer keep up with their own and others’ expected standards of 
living, look after other people, or maintain and improve their material conditions. Often, just 
one blighted harvest is sufficient to reverse a household’s fortunes.
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TABLE 2: The annual agricultural cycle in Moro-Manga, showing the altitude of different settlements and 
their cultivation patterns. After Evans-Pritchard (1940: 11).
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TECHNICAL AND RITUAL PRODUCTION OF BLACK CARDAMOM

Black cardamom (Amomum subulatum) is cultivated in the low to middle hills of the Himalayan 
range, between 800-1600m in elevation. Certain strains such as Dzongu Golsey prefer the lower 
end of this range. Varlangey (bharlang), the cultivar most commonly grown in Moro-Manga, 
prefers a range of between 1000-1600m (Bhandari et al. 2020).

Mature cardamom plants are broad-leafed shrubs that stand between three and five metres 
tall. Beginning as clumps of rhubarb-red shoots as thick as a man’s finger, they stretch up and 
spread out to create a canopy of flat, glossy leaves that stands over two metres tall. Alder (alnus 
nepalensis) is often interplanted to offer partial shade and to fix nitrogens into the soil. Brush 
often plays a similar role, while also working to fix and secure soils on steeper slopes. When sown 
in neat rows, this pattern creates dark and damp runnels that support moist soil below. The 
canopy allows just enough light for small weeds to emerge in the gaps between plants. In this 
environment, healthy cardamom plants will produce fruits after two or three years. Yields 
increase for the first five years until each plant is producing up to 5kg of fruits. As around 40 
plants should be planted per acre, an acre of land can be returning 200kg of cardamom fruits per 
year.

The cultivation of cardamom as a cash crop forms the basis of the agricultural economy in 
every hamlet except Bhutiagaon, where cardamom is supplemented by wet rice paddy. In all 
other areas, the annual cycle is dominated by the season in which cardamom fields are cleared 
and planted, and the months of the harvest (see Table 2 and Map 3). These vary dependent upon 
the altitude of each village or hamlet, but the planting season occurs between May and August, 
and the harvest between the middle to end of September in the lowest reaches, and the end of 
November for the highest hamlets. Depending on the amount of planting required, summer can 
bring weeks that require some substantial labour. If a field needs to be completely replanted, 
additional labour must be brought in to supplement that of the household. Villagers recall that in 
former times cardamom plants would give good yields for more than a decade, whereas now it is 
not uncommon that a field must be replaced with new saplings after around four or five years. 
The true alaichi season refers to the harvest period that comes before Christmas, and is 
characterised by a short span of intensive labour –– usually two or three weeks –– during which 
household labour, combined in reciprocal arrangements with other households, is supported by 
the labour of local young men and boys (and occasionally younger women and girls) earning day 
rates of Rs.150-200, rising to Rs. 300 when the labour supply is particularly short. Two 
interrelated factors affect how profitable a harvest will be for an individual farm: the altitude 
upon which it lies, and the timing of the Nepali festival of Daśãi (Badādaśãi), which usually falls 
sometime in early-to-mid October. Farmers on the lower reaches can often find that their harvest 
coincides with a significant drop in the cardamom price, as Hindu cardamom growers elsewhere 
in the Himalaya flood the market with their crop so as to pay for the cost of Daśãi celebrations. A 
similar price crash comes just before Christmas, when Christian farmers look to sell to prepare 
for the expense of their seasonal festivities. If Daśãi is scheduled early, there is usually a window 
of time in November where a small price rise can offer an opportunity to sell; otherwise, farmers 
make every effort to hang on until the New Year, even holding some cardamom until the price 
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rises steeply in February and March. Middlemen are often found touring villages and hamlets 
throughout the winter months, offering deals for amounts of crop that they can then store in 
their go-downs to sell when the market picks up the following spring.

After the hectic weeks of the cardamom harvest, the rest of the dry winter is a quiet time, in 
which many people leave their hamlets and neighbourhoods only on Sundays, to attend church 
and visit the bazaar, or to make longer excursions for more significant purchases. Following the 
sale of cardamom, and the settling of the year’s debts, there is an increase in available cash in the 
villages, and individuals often use this window to travel down to lower settlements to purchase 
tools, kerosene, gas cylinders, kitchenware, clothes and other relatively high-value items. In some 
cases, a particularly successful harvest can see individuals making the initial preparations for new 
property construction, or returning from a weekend on the plains with a new motorbike or car.

From around March or April, households begin growing some amounts of vegetables, yet 
these are in such a reduced amount that the work involved is quite minor. In general, the months 
between Christmas and the beginning of the cardamom clearing season are ones of quite low 
labour and high social activity, when families are relatively cash-rich and the drier weather 
conditions make travelling to social events comparatively easy. The only other substantial work 
undertaken during this time is the felling and gathering of wood, which is brought down in 
wooden dokus (woven bamboo baskets) and stacked to dry in a covered place ahead of the 
monsoon season. Households holding substantial areas of forest land will often employ labourers 
to carry out this work, paying them in cash or with a percentage of the firewood collected. Those 
holding no forested land will often purchase wood by the tree or by weight.

Christmas is a period when inter-village ties are strengthened by the religious processions that 
wind between adjacent hamlets so as to call at houses of the same denomination to sing carols for 
its occupants. Householders distribute hot, sweet masala chai and snacks in return. The singing 
group often takes time to reacquaint themselves with both closer neighbours and friends from 
distant hamlets whom they might not have seen for several months.

The almost year-round influx of warm, moist air from the Bay of Bengal means that 
compared to regions further west, even the driest months can see some rainfall. The monsoon 
season can arrive particularly early, with heavy rains being witnessed as early as April. The 
temperature begins to increase, climbing to over 25 degrees on the warmest days from June to 
August. During this rainy season, families begin to replant unproductive stretches of cardamom 
with new saplings, sometimes experimenting with different strains from Sikkim or Nepal. Should 
substantial replanting not be needed, this is intermittent and piecemeal work, as each farmer 
makes ongoing assessments of the health of his or her fields, replanting individual areas that seem 
to be suffering from the first signs of rot or disease, or which look to be in otherwise poor health. 
Throughout this period, other crops that are grown in much smaller quantities as insurance 
against a poor cardamom harvest come to ripen. Ginger and broom are the two most common 
crops used for this purpose, the former commonly planted throughout the year and harvested in 
stages. Ideally, households time its planting for during the first monsoon rains in May, which 
means a good crop with be ready to harvest around between eight and ten months later. This is 
fortuitous, as by this point in the year a “money crisis” might have begun to take hold, as certain 
households exhaust the income made at the end of the previous year.

The great increase in wealth, prosperity and educational opportunity in Moro-Manga in the 
last decades of the twentieth century, and smallholders’ persistence with the crop in the face of its 
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blight are in part a result of its qualities and cultivation methods. Black cardamom is a high-value 
crop that under normal conditions produces a high volume of easily-stored and easily-
transported pods that are in high demand across Asia and beyond. While the quality control in 
the region has been inconsistent over a long period (see also Fitzpatrick 2011: 145), Moro-
Manga cardamom has maintained the reputation that it developed in the 1980s for having good 
quality and weight. This “Moro bharlang” is still highly sought-after by local middlemen and 
merchants, despite the recent decline in its production quality and volume.

The various activities of the cardamom production cycle –– the cleaning and weeding, 
planting, harvesting, and selling –– involve different family members to varying degrees across 
families, often supported by non-household labour. The less labour intensive activities are 
generally the purview of the most male household head, who is usually in charge of arranging the 
sale of the crop with the middleman and supervising the harvesting, drying and storage. At 
harvest time, family labour is maximised, with household members studying or working in other 
settlements or regions usually returning to assist with the bringing in of the year’s crop. For many 
households, long-standing labour-exchange arrangements with neighbouring households provide 
most or all of the harvest workforce, perhaps but not always supplemented by day labourers. The 
potential to earn a cash income provides an incentive for boys and young men in particular to 
offer their services as labourers –– this takes place throughout the year, but is particularly 
pronounced at harvest time when such opportunities are more widespread, and the hiring of such 
day labourers in this period is commonplace. Workers are paid Rs. 150-200 per day, receiving 
their money immediately or as a lump sum at the end of the harvest. In almost all circumstances, 
these workers are local men and boys working cardamom fields in their neighbourhoods. 
Periodically, labourers from the Bengal plains arrive in Moro-Manga, seeking out what work may 
be available. Their presence fluctuates and is driven by need and speculation rather than by any 
long-standing arrangements. Many villagers confirmed that they had made recourse to these 
short-distance labour migrants in the past, but during the two harvest seasons I spent in Moro-
Manga I encountered no such labourers, or heard of any households employing labour from 
outside of the immediate region.

Cleaning cardamom

The window for cleaning cardamom fields (alaichiko phātnu)¹³ is a long one, stretching from after 
the monsoon season up to the final weeks before the harvest, and the farmer’s choice as to when 
to carry out this task will have a significant bearing on the health of the cardamom plant and the 
size and quality of its harvest. With the land frontier all but exhausted, it is almost unknown for 
new cardamom fields to be planted. Where small areas of land have become available, the process 
involves the complete clearing of the land and the planting of cardamom interspersed with 
Himalayan alder (alnus nepalensis). The only fresh planting that I observed during my time in 
Moro-Manga came after the completion of the new road from Lower to Upper Skyorutong, 
when the excavated soil that had been formed into a roadside bank was quickly captured by 

¹³ “Phātnu” can be translated into English as either “cleaning” or “clearing” depending on the context. Fitzpatrick 
(2011) prefers the latter; I use the former as was is the term favoured by my English-speaking interlocutors.
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adjacent landowners, who planted a long, single row of cardamom flanked by broom. This was 
certainly unrepresentative of the process by which forest land and former subsistence crop plots 
were converted to cardamom production; several interlocutors described the arduous work that 
had been required to prepare their “top fields” in the late 1990s.

In existing fields, the process of cleaning is concerned primarily with the removal of 
unproductive and diseased plants and the clearing away of any weeds that may have sprung up 
between cardamom plants. This is one of the most dangerous labouring practices: the dense 
undergrowth of overgrown cardamom fields provides a particularly good habitat for vipers. Many 
fields will not have been cleaned since the previous year, and the work here can be demanding, 
depending upon the rate and extent of growth. Some farmers prefer to carry out cleaning work 
periodically throughout the year, particularly in fields that have been recently planted; well-
established, healthy fields of cardamom are often overlooked, their more extensive canopy cover 
working to curtail the development of undergrowth.

During the cleaning season families work for an average of three to four hours per day, taking 
frequent breaks and occasionally interleaving this work with other tasks. It was common for the 
male household head to engage in this work for two sustained periods in the morning and early 
afternoon, his labour supplemented by one or more sons and by female household members for 
shorter periods. The priority is to ensure that the areas directly around the base of the plant is free 
from any other plant life. This was usually accomplished by hand, by simply ripping out weeds or 
cutting them down and excising their roots with a khukuri.¹4 Rocks and stones are dislodged and 
moved, and any loose or uneven soil compacted down.

¹4 The khukuri is a curved knife used as a multipurpose utility tool, and a symbol of Nepali identity across and 
beyond the Himalaya.
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Planting cardamom

The propogation of cardamom can take place through the planting of seeds or saplings, or from 
rhizomes taken as cuttings from existing plants, yet the prevalence of disease in the local 
population means that almost all farmers now source saplings from outside the village. In the 
weeks and months before the planting season these can be seen all over the village, transported on 
the roofs of jeeps or tied in bundles by the side of the road. Fitzpatrick lists several cultivars of 
cardamom that were well-known in his fieldsite: ‘Ramsey, Sawney, Golsey, Varlangey and 
Bebo’ (Fitzpatrick 2011: 154; see also Nair 2005: 406). Varlangey, known in Moro-Manga as 
bharlang, was the most widely-grown cultivar, assayed as providing the greatest quality and yield 
with reasonable resistance to pests and disease. Variation from this cultivar was not uncommon, 
but most often seemed to happen on a whim, when a farmer would decide to replant a field with 
a different variety of sapling from Sikkim or Nepal, usually in response to a particularly severe 
outbreak of blight or after having experienced one or more unproductive years from a field of 
bharlang.

The most important aspect of planting for most interlocutors was the spacing of the plants in 
the soil, according to the gradient, slope and aspect of the field. Where other researchers have 
noted the somewhat haphazard or slapdash manner in which cardamom saplings were planted 
(e.g. Fitzpatrick 2011: 157), in Moro-Manga great care was often taken on the distance between 
plants and their arrangement in the soil. Well-spaced and arranged fields were commonly praised 
as evidence of good agricultural labour. Poor quality work was often derided, and such derision 
was usually followed by predictions of a poor harvest for the farmer. Correct spacing was 
considered to be a way of obtaining the correct moisture level for the soil, which should be well-
irrigated but not saturated. Alder trees and stalks of brush made for good companion plants, 
helping to bind the soil and balance water levels; yet the spacing of cardamom was usually said to 
be the farmer’s most important task in setting out a field. In replanting, healthy specimens were 
left in situ and rotten, diseased or aged plants extracted from around them –– this meant that 
there were often enough existing plants to act as a frame into which new saplings could be 
installed. Soil was then packed tightly around each sapling, and additional cleaning undertaken if 
there was any substantial growth in weeds or unwanted flora in the area. Often the leaves that 
had been ripped out were spread around the base of the plant to act as a mulch, sometimes mixed 
with animal manure.
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MAP 3: Moro-Manga and its surrounding settlements, showing the timing of the harvest in the lower and 
higher reaches of the region
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Harvesting cardamom

Where other processes in the agricultural cycle are practical and workaday affairs, the annual 
cardamom harvest is imbued with a different character that highlights the interdependence of 
households and the relationships held between people and the land. Other activities, such as the 
cleaning of cardamom, the killing of farm animals, and hunting and foraging may have once 
required the performance of ritual offerings. At present, only the annual cardamom harvest and 
the planting season are deemed to require such ritual performance. As Tim Ingold has stressed, 
‘practical-technical’ and ‘mytho-religious’ activities are not separate, but rather conjoined ways 
through which people engage with landscape and the environment (Ingold 2000: 56). In Moro-
Manga, cardamom cultivation is supported not just by the physical activities of cleaning, 
planting and harvesting, but by the rituals that are performed at the time of the harvest.

In the weeks leading up to the harvest, rituals are held by shamans (Rai: bijua; Lepcha: 
bongthing) and Buddhist lamas. Catholic and Protestant priests may also make blessings, but it is 
more common for Christian households to make more informal prayers for the fertility of land. 
Protestants are less likely than Buddhists or Catholics to engage with traditional ritual specialists, 
and more likely to supplement sacrificial rituals with recitation and prayer (see Allerton 2013: 
103).

There exists some variation in Moro-Manga in the rituals performed, in both content and 
location, but most accord with a formula recognised across the Himalaya, in which sacrifices are 
made in exchange for the bounty of the harvest, and as an apology for the disturbances of the 
land that will occur by the harvesting and processing of cardamom. All ceremonies are connected 
to a body of Rai folklore that tells how a large snake gifted cardamom to the community by 
sacrificing itself to a shaman¹5. Having slithered into the village from the mountains of Sikkim, 
the snake arrived in Moro-Manga to find a shaman deep in his puja. Greeting the shaman, he 
implored him to take a copper plate and shatter his skull into two halves; as the skull broke, two 
cardamom seeds were released from the raised ridges above the snake’s eyes. These two original 
seeds, borne from the head of the serpent, were the kernels from which all later cardamom plants 
were propogated. 

Some households, particularly those who do not hold any Christian beliefs, make initial 
offerings within their households and friends, and then additional offerings alongside their 
workers at the edges of their fields immediately before the harvest. Other households make only 
the latter offerings. Two accounts of their pre-harvest ritual practices, from an animist Rai family 
in Middle Skyorutong and a Buddhist Bhutia family in Manga, may illustrate this diversity:

Our ancestors are worshipped as Gods. Three stones are there in a separate room in the 
house, planted in the ground. We believe they were Gods. We bring the hen and shed its 
blood. There is chindo – a long vegetable like a bottle. The seeds are taken out and the 
outside remains. Millet and water and yeast are placed inside and mixed. They are sprinkled 
(chacha) from the container onto the three stones. When we harvest we do this, and also 

¹5 This contrasts with rites identified among Lepcha communities in Sikkim, where the bongthing (shaman) performs 
the yulchö ritual for the appeasement of Lenji Anyo, a Lepcha ancestor and protector of the cardamom plant. There a 
group of villagers typically gather together and collectively offer a goat or chicken as exchange for harvest wealth (see 
Balicki 2008: 210).
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before the planting at the end of July. We did it too when we used to harvest millet and 
wheat. Even if you don’t keep the puja but take in your mind that you are taking food of the 
next harvest it is enough for it to be an offering to God. You cannot do the puja without this 
in your mind!
(Rai business owner, 48, Middle Skyorutong)

At the harvest time, when the cardamom is ripening then we do our rituals. We make an 
offering of fruit, alone, not with the lama, down at the edges of the field. Whatever is grown 
we give to the cardamom, different crops and fruits. At the same time lamas are doing puja 
for the harvest as well. We go and give offerings that are then distributed among the people.
(Bhutia farmer, 28, Manga)

This second ritual takes place immediately before the harvesting of the crop, when the team of 
workers has been assembled and the work plan laid down. In the account given above only fruits 
and vegetables are offered to the spirits of the land, but this varies across families of different 
faiths. Among Catholics and those practicing traditional beliefs it is common for alcohol to play 
a central part in the harvest ritual.

Raksi, the traditional millet vodka of the South Asian Himalaya, is usually prepared well in 
advance of the harvest and stored in a cool, dark place. Upon the commencement of harvest 
labour, copper plates of milk are laid out at the edges of cardamom fields as food for the 
poisonous Himalayan pit vipers (Gloydius himalayanus) and kraits (Bungarus niger) that thrive 
under the low canopy created by cardamom monocropping. These snakes are said to be the 
progenitors each year of fresh cardamom pods, descendents of the large snake that found the Rai 
shaman in his puja. 

Before beginning their harvest labour, workers make informal requests for the snakes to drink 
from the copper plates of milk laid out along field boundaries, rather than feasting upon the 
health of humans. If a shaman is present, he will make similar implorations that are more 
formalised but seemingly not textual. During the harvest rituals made during my first year, no 
shaman was present. In his place, the jungli doctor spoke this simple mantra:

“Eat this, not us. Eat this, not us”
“Yo khannus, hamilai khandaina, yo khannus, hamilai khandaina”

“यो खान्नुस, हामीलाई खंदैना, यो खान्नुस, हामीलाई खंदैना”

These rituals highlight the risks that cardamom workers confront. Incidents of snakebite can sap 
their health and lives of workers. This risk is inherently entangled with its fertility: the snake’s 
sacrificial gift contains the potential to poison. Serpents, as David Arnold has revealed, occupy 
this prominent dual position in the ‘poisonlore’ of the subcontinent, recurring as both 
expressions of toxic danger and benign fertility, a ‘beyond-human power’ that holds a prominent 
role in a ‘culture of human anxiety and need’ (Arnold 2016: 43-44). The diversity of snakes 
across the subcontinent, in the form of kraits, cobras and vipers that find particularly suitable 
homes in the nation’s fields, means that the fertile sites of agrarian lives are places that harbour 
the potential to sap human life. For humans engaged in agrarian labour in India, ‘poisoning [is] 
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most likely to be encountered through accidental snakebite than almost any other cause’ (Arnold 
2016: 45).

The physical risk of snakebite was ever-present, and serpents were known to dash quickly 
from hiding places to turn a moment where fertility and wealth was about to be realised into one 
of sickness and existential risk. This sudden reversal of fortunes has its parallel in the emergence 
of attacks of blight that move rapidly through the cardamom forest, a sudden crisis that erupts in 
spite of the farmers’ continued vigilance. 

This comparison was recognised by many of my interlocutors, who said that rituals were 
made before the harvest to safeguard the health and wealth of men and cardamom alike. 
Offerings were exchanged not just for the health of workers, but to secure the fertility of 
cardamom crops, which was also determined by serpentine authority. One interlocutor told me 
that requests for the safety of cardamom’s health began to be made more often after the first 
blight in 1998, when failed harvests became a common affair and cultivators feared the first day 
of harvest as a moment when rotten or undersized fruits could be discovered, and a moment of 
anticipation transformed into one of despair. 

During the same period, the risk of being bitten by snakes decreased as workers began to 
wear thick rubber gumboots or knee-high waders when working in the fields. This apparel 
reduced the number of workers struck down by the venomous snakes each harvest season. Where 
it was once common for a harvest to bring one or two serious and several minor cases of 
snakebite, such events have become much rarer. The risks inherent to cardamom cultivation can 
perhaps be seen to have partially shifted from the physical to the fiscal realm (see Dove 2011).

After proclamations have been made to serpents and requests, the assembled workers 
(excepting Protestants) will then drink raksi, often to the point of excess, before the first day’s 
harvest work begins. The inebriation that this ritual produces brings confidence and bravado that 
overrules workers’ fears of being bitten and poisoned. For labourers working fields at the highest 
points of the village, where crops come into fruition much later in the year, after cold weather has 
set in, alcohol also serves to warm their bodies.

For households who cleared and planted top fields in the high forest, the harvest is a two-
stage affair. The harvesting of top fields may take place weeks or even months after the fields close 
to the family home have been worked and their produced bagged and stored. When the distance 
to the top field is particularly great, individuals may permanently decamp during the harvest time 
to live with relatives or friends residing nearby. Many of these top fields are steep and 
inaccessible, requiring particular skill to work. I met one smallholder near Pala who was farming 
an almost-vertical slope that required rope to access; he had to descend it using a technique 
similar to rappelling a cliff face. Some of these fields were of such size that the lower reaches 
ripened one or two days before the higher areas. In these circumstances, a smaller workforce of 
one or two men worked up the slope, at a slower pace, harvesting the fruits at a slow pace. The 
hope in all cases is to pick the pods at their peak maturity. This is usually signalled by the colour, 
size and shape of the pods: the outermost should be wine dark red, and the surrounding leaves 
should have weathered. They are cut out from the base of the stalk with a khukuri or sharp knife 
and tossed into a doku. When filled, these are carried back to the house in preparation for the 
process of drying and curing.
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Drying and curing cardamom

Cardamom pods are bundled together and carried in dokus to be dried over a fire, usually after a 
brief period of storage in a back room or godown. There are two different techniques for drying 
cardamom: one that informants claimed was as old as cardamom’s cultivation, and a second 
technique that was introduced from the Sikkim Spice Board c. 2002. In the first technique, a 
bhatti is made by digging a shallow pit into the ground, around half a metre deep, around which 
four bamboo pillars are erected, approximately half a metre high. These support a woven bamboo 
mat onto which cardamom pods are spread. A canopy made from bamboo or brush shields the 
cardamom fruits from rain. Firewood is stacked inside the dug-out pit and ignited, drying the 
pods above.

The second technique requires the construction of a permanent brick-and-cement drying 
house with a tin roof, one metre square and two metres high. At the base of this structure, a 
small, wooden door opens to allow wood to be loaded and lit. A cross-hatched pattern of wood 
or reinforced steel bar half a metre above serves as support for the bamboo matting onto which 
the cardamom pods are spread. A separate door, accessed by a flight of steps, allows the farmer 
easy access to the top level. A pitched, tin roof keeps the yield protected from the rain, and a 
small chimney allows the smoke from the firewood to escape.

Opinion about the quality of this newer drying technique varied from household to 
household. While some smallholders welcomed the convenience and ease of the new structure, 
and the greatly reduced amounts of firewood needed to dry their harvest, others complained of 
the quality of the final product, and of the expense entailed in constructing the new drying 
houses. A close neighbour of my landlord had reverted to the old pit method of drying, and now 
used his new drying house to dry and condition meat. He listed his complaints:

With this [new] technique, as soon as you dry it you must sell it quickly or fungus comes…  
it is different to the old technique that heats the plant [directly] with flame. This new 
technique doesn’t dry it completely. It gives a good colour [to the crop] but it must be sold 
quickly. Now I use the old system [again]. You must work hard on this new system but the 
marjans (buyers) give the same price for each. They don’t encourage this new technique as 
sometimes they buy and then fungus comes and they make a loss. It cost 15,000 to make this 
new system –– 5,000 from [the government], 10,000 from me. Of course I’m not satisfied 
with it, but we can use it at least to dry meat!

While this abandoning of the drying house was a rather extreme reaction to the problems of the 
new technique, these sentiments were shared by around a third of the farmers who I interviewed. 
Of the rest, more than half had found the new drying technology to be beneficial and its results 
equal to or better than the traditional methods. With either technique, the aim is to reduce the 
moisture level of the fruit down to below 10%, so as to preserve it, in part by killing off the 
fungal spores that many interlocutors describes as a secondary symptom of luirey (Mande et al 
1999). The average drying time for one harvest in a bhatti is around 3-4 days, depending on the 
quantity of wood used to fuel the fire and the prevailing atmospheric conditions (humidity, 
wind). With their enclosed space, the newer drying houses require a smaller amount of firewood 
to achieve the necessary temperature to dry the cardamom, but take around the same time. The 
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failure of the new type of drying houses was often said by some to be a result of farmers trying to 
condition unfeasibly large quantities of cardamom at once, or to poor methods of building 
construction, although it was difficult for me to see how this could compromise the drying of 
cardamom pods. Another theory was that the darkness of the space and the inaccessibility of the 
farthest corners made the crop less easy to examine during the process, thereby increasing the 
chance of the farmer terminating the process before all of the seeds were fully dry.

At the peak of cardamom production in Moro-Manga, certain large farmers invested into 
large-scale drying and curing houses. The largest, which sits below the monastery at Manga, has 
been described at length in Chapter 2. These were exceptions to the general picture of household-
level production that emerged from the production boom of the 1980s and early 1990s. Many 
households during this period chose to sell their uncured product to the large farmers who 
owned these drying houses, and who were willing to pay generous prices to buy up raw product 
before the annual price peak and cure it themselves to ensure a good finished product.

With the end to this system of local merchants, the drying and curing process has been 
brought back into the household production cycle, extending the duties undertaken around the 
house. The harvest season, which begins with men drinking raksi and laying out offerings of milk 
upon field boundaries, now typically ends with them gathered around a bhatti watching trays of 
cardamom pods smoke and cure, before working with the family to bag the pods and take them 
to where they will be stored.

Harvests, yields and finance

Throughout the 1980s the price for cardamom remained at around twenty rupees per kilogram, 
or 500 rupees per mann (40kg). This rose sharply in the early years of the 1990s, before 
stabilising throughout the remainder of the decade at between 1,700 and 2,000 rupees/mann. 
Until 2009 the price hovered between 1,800 and 3,000 rupees/mann (cf. Fitzpatrick 2011: 146), 
before rising rapidly again in the 2010s, reaching a figure of 70,000 rupees/mann in 2015.

TABLE 3: Price of cardamom per mann, 2010 - 2015
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At the time of my arrival in the spring of 2015, the wholesale cardamom price was close to its 
peak of 75,000 rupees/mann. This was then equivalent to roughly £700 (€980) remuneration for 
the produce of one acre of land requiring only a few months of labour each year. By the end of 
my stay the price had fallen to 54,000 rupees/mann, where it remained throughout the following 
year. This is consistent with the estimated revenues of Sarkar et al. (2017) for cardamom 
production in Sikkim state: they give a figure of Rs.25,000-30,000 per hectare (0.4 of an acre) 
that year.

The increase in price during these periods has been as much a result of production constraints 
as on increasing market demand. As disease and blight have spread across the eastern Himalayan 
region, without the mitigation of effective treatment or crop regeneration, farmers have been able 
to command a far higher price for their crop. The sharp price rise that emerged in the second 
decade of the twenty-first century was in part a result of the spread of disease into previously 
untouched areas of Ilam and Jhapa, in eastern Nepal, and the continuing collapse of production 
in India and Sikkim (Fitzpatrick 2011: 146). This came on the back of previous falls in the 
region’s production, which saw a decline of more than 30% between 2004 and 2007 (George et 
al 2007: 8).

My household survey data showed wide variations in cardamom incomes in 2015, from the 
highest recorded income in the village of R535,000 (c. €7,000) and the lowest of R38,250 (c. 
€500). For almost every farmer, incomes exceeded R200,000, more than double that of the 
average Indian farmer, whose income has been estimated by the National Sample Survey Office 
as Rs. 77,112 per year, of which ~47% comes from agricultural activities (NSS 2013).

The period after the harvest is when there is the greatest supply of cash money in the village, 
which varies throughout the year, due to most households being dependent upon cardamom for 
the bulk of their income. At harvest time households are at their most secure, with cash payments 
made by middlemen upon receipt of smallholders’ harvests; sales are often agreed months or a 
year in advance. Some household heads may decide to give over a substantial portion of this 
income to their moneylender or one of the village middlemen to store; others deposit their cash 
in local banks. Almost all households will have accrued debts to middlemen or lenders that are 
settled at this time. Large purchases are most often made immediately following the cardamom 
harvest, and from here household cash reserves begin to dwindle, until by the end of May the 
“money crisis” period begins to set-in. From here on, goods and supplies begin to be bought on 
credit by those who have good enough standing to receive it; others must seek out cash advances 
from their middlemen or moneylenders, usually secured with a portion of the next year’s harvest. 
Income received from secondary crops –– most often ginger and broom –– may be used to offset 
such debts, either by the repayment of existing debts or as available cash to forestall further 
indebtedness.

Managing blight

The techniques that farmers use to mange outbreaks of blight and disease are limited to 
interplanting (of brush), sporadic and irregular treatment with pesticides and fertiliser, and 
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replantation of diseased plants, sometimes with different varietals. These techniques are usually 
undertaken on an ad hoc basis, where outbreaks of disease can be seen to have broken out, and 
sometimes in response to weather conditions. Given the length of time with which farmers have 
now been living with crop disease, knowledge of when and how (and when not) to treat 
plantations is extensive and intimate. Farmers will often give up as lost areas that they know can 
not be saved from blight. Faced with a different pattern of disease, they may attempt to prevent 
its spread through the burning of infected areas.

Since the first wave of diseases, several courses of action that could have abated and mitigated 
the spread of disease have been left unpursued. The technique most notable by its absence is crop 
rotation, the cornerstone of disease and pest control and mitigation in tropical agriculture 
systems (Chaddad 2016; Francis 2005). When Colletotrichum gloeosporioides leaf blight first 
arrived in the region in 1998, agricultural extension officers and members of the Kalimpong 
Farmers’ Club immediately recommended crop rotation as the technique most likely to alleviate 
and treat the disease. After this advice went unheeded, it was repeated by Stephen Lepcha, the 
Bishop of Darjeeling, during a sermon given in St. Nicholas Catholic Church in Moro. Scientific 
and episcopal authority alike fell on deaf ears; the continuing high price for cardamom and the 
absence of any viable alternative crop in the region preclude opportunities for greater agricultural 
diversity and sustainability. Farmers could not diversify their cultivation without losing a 
substantial portion of their income. The most effective courses of action, system rotation 
(intercropping, fallowing, etc.) and long-duration crop rotation were thus unavailable to Moro-
Manga smallholders.

Studies into the effectiveness of system and crop rotation in tropical agriculture are relatively 
small. As a temporal phenomenon occuring over several years, analysis of rotation requires 
cropping histories to be established over the long term (between 5 and 20 years, depending on 
the sequence of crop rotation). Where they have been carried out they find that long-duration 
crop rotation has the greatest effect upon soil health and fertility, and that the pressures that force 
farmers to curtail their rotation practices are generally those of demographic, market and climatic 
forces (Jodha & Singh 1990). This aligns with the classic understanding of rotation in the 
agrarian change literature, which sees a correlation between a reduction in fallowing and in 
rotation frequency to be a response to increased pressure on the land and fluctuations in rainfall 
patterns (Boserup 1965). As cardamom cultivators have beome bound to their cultivation 
systems even as they have failed, they find themselves absent the ‘large portfolio of options’ that 
rotation brings, and have no recourse to a diversity of cultivars that could add flexibility and 
stability to cropping decisions (Jodha & Singh 1990: A-34). The stagnation described in Chapter 
2 is an ongoing condition that results from this bind, and to which cultivators have chosen to 
respond to through transformations to labouring arrangements
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✽

As this chapter has outlined, labour relations, land holdings, debt relations and ritual practices 
have been transformed in the wake of blight, as smallholders have attempted to grapple with the 
puzzle of persisting with cardamom cultivation under straitened circumstances. New techniques 
and methods of production have solidified in the period since 1998, as inter-household 
reciprocal labouring practices have come to form the bedrock of a cardamom economy struggling 
with the effects of disease. 

The arrival of blight has radically altered the relationships that cultivators hold with their 
crops and the ‘natural’ world, an environment that was already heavily shaped by the 
implantation of cardamom monocropping. In the following chapter, I will go on to describe the 
intimate relationships that cultivators hold with their crops, that manifest in acts of cultivation 
and care; and their conceptions and actions as they relate to agricultural poisons and pathogens. 
These come to play a large role in the relationships that exist between households, and are 
contrasted with other human-environment relations that speak more to individuals’ 
understandings of the state and its agency.
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4. Plantations, poisons and floral persons: a more-than-human ecology 
of blight

To an outsider, the plantation landscape of Moro-Manga resembles an undifferentiated expanse 
of cardamom plants. Aside from pathways, the occasional dry stone wall, and the palimpsest 
foundations of former rice terraces, there are few landmarks to demarcate where one family’s 
holdings end and another’s begin. To a local farmer, the situation stands in complete contrast. 
When walking with research companions it was rare to not learn through whose cardamom fields 
we were passing; it did not take long into my research for me to become aware that almost 
everyone was aware of the ownership of all of the cardamom in their locality. During journeys 
between hamlets, interlocutors would occasionally make moral evaluations of other farmers’ 
planting and cultivation techniques, expressing admiration for good agricultural work and a 
mixture of scorn and sorrow for those whose agricultural work was perceived to have been badly 
executed. Signs of sickness and disease were often pointed out by my research companions: white 
flecks of fungus spreading across stems and leaves, or dark clumps of capsule rot emerging at a 
plant’s base. These signs, foreshadowing a poor harvest to come, summoned other emotions: fear 
for one’s own crop –– particularly if the affected plants lay close to one’s own holdings –– and 
anxiety for the expected fortunes of friends and neighbours. 

“Do you see what is wrong with these stalks?”, my acquaintance Chandrabahadur asked me 
one day, as we stopped one day before a small plot of land. The patch was perhaps only two 
square metres, an area of waste ground beside a track that ran towards the bazaar. Someone had 
planted fresh cardamom saplings here earlier in the year, but they were not faring so well. 
Chandrabahadur made a diagnosis of the problems the saplings were facing:

The spacing of these saplings is all wrong, and the drainage is poor. Look at how they are 
already beginning to show signs of disease. Do you see how they are beginning to rot from 
below?

Capsule rot had begun to infect every sapling planted, a result of the cultivator having tried to 
crowd too many plants in one area. Chandrabahadur believed that the field belonged to Rohit, a 
friend who was already indebted to several people, having borrowed money the previous autumn 
to purchase and furnish a restaurant in the bazaar. Chandrabahadur predicted lean years ahead 
for him. When I asked how he could be sure of someone else’s fate, he explained:

You need to realise that everyone here has cardamom. And so everyone knows the plant. 
Everyone can assess its fortunes in advance. Everyone can assess other people’s fortunes in 
advance and will know how someone’s year will end up [panning out]. I have seen this too 
often before... When the cardamom gets sick, so does the rest of the family.

Chandrabahadur expressed as much sorrow for the cardamom as for Rohit’s future: “I feel for it... 
I feel pity for the cardamom”, he told me. When I asked if cardamom would have a continued 
future in the region, he replied with uncertainty and some sorrow: “Bishwas ra abishwas” –– “I 
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believe, but at the same time I don’t believe.”
Other interlocutors often spoke of more intimate relations with cardamom. It was common 

to hear farmers talk of cardamom in emotional terms when discussing the crisis within their 
smallholdings. Some also often spoke of their actions towards cardamom plants in ways that 
mirrored the relationships held with relatives, in which they engaged with them while assigning 
them personhood and agency. One research companion, after working for a couple of hours to 
clean and weed a small patch of land adjacent to his house, remarked that he hoped that the 
cardamom there would appreciate his efforts and reward him with good fruits. Another 
interlocutor described the pains that she felt when crops failed as being akin to witnessing 
sickness in her children. “My cardamom to me is just like my children”, she emoted, “when it 
gets sick, I fear for it. I pray for it just as when my children are sick.” Her husband felt the same, 
she said. During a particularly poor year, when many of their crops perished, he experienced an 
almost paralysing anxiety, leaving the house late at night to inspect and stand among plants that 
he could not heal.

Several of my research companions decried the economic pressures that forced them to 
sacrifice cardamom’s health in the pursuit of profit. As one young farmer explained to me, after I 
asked him about Rohit’s field of crowded saplings:

You know, if we could plant the saplings ten feet apart it would be good for the health of the 
plant. But who can do that? Who has enough land to do that?! We are killing our cardamom!

Later in the conversation this same farmer stressed the inseparability of cardamom and human 
health. “We need this cardamom for our children, and for our own lives”, he said. “Without 
this... what is there for us?”

The intertwining of human and floral life has been recognised across the anthropological 
record, in situations where humans view plants as holding characteristics and relationships very 
much comparable to their own. Thomas Gregor and Donald Tuzin note that in Melanesia, 
plants, like other common and sacred objects, are often taken as kin, sometimes being ascribed a 
gender identity and sexual motivation (Gregor and Tuzin 2001: 9; see also Meigs 1984; Tuzin 
1972; 1992). Writing about the phenomena of ‘vegetal children’ in Amazonia, Philippe Descola 
similarly recognises the gendered personhood of flora. He observes that ‘most cultivated plants as 
well as game animals are considered as ‘persons’ (aents), endowed with reflexivity, intentionality, 
and a social life and moral code of their own’ (Descola 2001: 98).

Over the last two decades, increased attention has been paid to the personhood and agency of 
flora in anthropological writing, what Michael Sheridan has named ‘the plant turn’ (Sheridan 
2016: 39). This development is just one within a broader current trend towards a ‘multispecies 
ethnography’ that studies the ‘host of organisms whose lives and deaths are linked to human 
social worlds’ and how these organisms’ livelihoods ‘shape and are shaped by political, economic 
and cultural forces.’ (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010: 545). Such accounts assert the intertwined 
agency of human and non-human forces, and the ways in which they move together, uncertainly, 
through human projects. Plants have always played fundamental roles in human endeavours, part 
of ‘landscape histories of migration, settlement, colonization, exploitation, resistance, and place-
making’ (Sheridan 2016: 44); yet the role that they play is neither uniformly beneficial nor 
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detrimental. As species embedded in economic, sociopolitical and symbolic realms, plants reside 
at the intersection of ecology and identity, in which they themselves have a stake. For Michael 
Marder, the ‘non-conscious intentionality’ that plants wield –– their desire to live and reproduce 
–– shows them to be more than passive objects in a landscape, but rather entities filled with 
agency (Marder 2013).

Similar analytical moves have been made by Eduardo Kohn, whose conception of the 
‘anthropology of life’ seeks to build a discipline that places human worlds within larger processes 
and relationships; an anthropology that is ‘not just confined to the human but is concerned with 
the effects of our entanglements with other kinds of living selves’ (Kohn 2007: 4). This work 
moves beyond attempts to read the cultural significance of flora (e.g. Rival 1998), decentering 
human perspectives by acknowledging their entanglements with the agency of other beings.

In the wake of the emergence of anthropocene thinking, Lewis Daly, Katherine French, 
Thomas Miller and Luíseach Nic Eoin (2016) ask what it might mean to examine plant-human 
relations ontologically. Building upon work that has rejected or critically re-evaluated post-
Enlightenment notions of nature/culture and human/non-human (Latour 1993; Descola 2013; 
Escobar 2018), they posit that a reconciliation of ontological and ethnobotanical approaches to 
flora might generate ‘botanical ontologies’ that can explore ‘how radically divergent human-plant 
life-worlds are constructed in an ontological “pluriverse¹6”’ (Daly et al 2016). Such an approach 
seeks to move beyond the existing dichotomy between scientific practice and local/traditional 
ecological knowledge, while highlighting the links between biodiversity and socio-cultural 
practices and perceptions of floral value (2016: 3-4). Other work within this increasingly diverse 
body of anthropology has revealed the overlooked importance of plant-human encounters, and 
challenged the forms of anthropocentrism inherent to much ecological thinking (Tsing 2015; 
Schrader 2012). Taken as a whole, these strands of new anthropocene environmental scholarship 
can be seen as constituting a broad attempt to destabilise divisions between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ 
and to move beyond an epistemology that ‘limits historicity to humans and artifacts and bans it 
for nonhumans’ (Latour 2002: 253). In Moro-Manga, people’s relations to their cardamom 
smallholdings can be productively explored through such readings. 

Other accounts of the affective and material entanglements of humans and the non-human 
inhabitants of plantations and smallholdings have highlighted the capacity of certain species to 
displace prexisting interspecies relationships that held valuable meaning. An assessment of the 
disruptive capacity of cash crops and market cultivation has been noted by Sophie Chao, in her 
work among the Marind people of West Papua (Chao 2018). For the Marind, oil palm (Elaeis 
guineensis) plantations were disruptive of an existing order of stability, as its rapacious self-interest 
and ‘relentless proliferation’ undermined living patterns and ‘subvert[ed] morally valued 
interspecies relations’ (Chao 2018: 622). Chao’s interlocutors stressed the separateness and non-
reciprocity of the oil palm plantations. Oil palm was said to ‘drink up’ the wetness of rivers, 
much as practitioners of black magic dry out their victims bodies (Chao 2018: 626).

Cardamom, too, can be seen as rapacious, in spite of the reciprocal relationship it holds with 
smallholders by the giving of its fruits. Its spread and extent, being cultivated upon every spare 
cultivatable plot in the region, has displaced previously existing ecologies. With older interspecies 
relationships now marginalised, humans find themselves dependent upon those that have been 

¹6 The term originates with Arturo Escobar, whose provocative challenge to rethink the ‘disaster that development is’ 
asserts the inescapability of human and non-human relationality (2018: 6-12).
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built with cardamom, which exist at the level of the household. Unlike for Sophie Chao’s 
Marind, in Moro-Manga the development of extensive monoculture has given rise to a plantation 
ecology, but not a plantation economy: cardamom gives over its fruits to those smallholders who 
tend to its health and needs. The agency of poisons and viral pathogens holds the potential to 
undermine these relations, sapping cardamom’s health and plunging households into crisis. This 
is an intimate and mutually-beneficial relationship that sees cardamom wealth exchanged for 
stewardship of the plant, albeit unevenly. Recognition of this mutual dependency serves to 
highlight the floral foundations of smallholder lives. As Michel Serres (1982) has argued, our 
dendritic companions are often overlooked: it is important to state how ‘we live within the flora 
as much as we live within the fauna’ (Serres 1982: 10).

Cardamom is seen to play a key role in a valued set of relations that are essential for 
household prosperity and aspiration. Within a ‘mutuality of being’ (Sahlins 2011), cardamom 
and human life are materially and symbolically intrinsic to one another’s existence. Indeed, the 
longer history of progress and development in Moro-Manga was sometimes spoken of by my 
interlocutors as the fruit of fifty cardamom harvests. To paraphrase Clifford Geertz speaking of 
Javanese rice terraces (1963: 9), Moro-Manga cardamom plantations are both the product of an 
extended historical process, and the most significant constituent of it. This historical process has 
been one in which material practices of cultivation have brought together floral and human 
agency. 

In this chapter, I explore what it means for human and non-human life to exist in relation to 
one another; to be held together by relationships that are characterised by mutual care and 
vulnerability, and by predation and exploitation. Exploring relations outside of cardamom, that 
exist between humans and prey animals, I provide a contrast to the relationships that my 
interlocutors held with the floral and fungal life of cardamom plantations. Where cardamom and 
its pathogens are agents in human engagement in the agrarian economy, relationships with prey 
animals come to play key material and symbolic roles in how interlocutors engage with the 
Indian and Bhutanese states.

Mediating relationships

The meaning and conceptions of cardamom as a person can be seen in the labour that farmers 
undertook when their plants and fields exhibited signs of sickness. Contrasted with the limited 
amount of labour that cultivators were required to undertake when cardamom plants were 
healthy, this labour was an intense process. One cleaning season I was labouring with a team of 
teenage boys under the supervision of my neighbour Radite, each earning a couple of hundred 
rupees for a day of cleaning and weeding work. In the mid-afternoon, one of the boys received a 
phone call. Hanging up the telephone, he promptly announced that he had to depart. Signs of 
leaf blight had been found in his father’s fields, and it was imperative that the family quickly strip 
out the diseased plants, clean and weed, and interplant brush as soon as possible, in an attempt 
to curtail the spread of disease.

When I arrived at the site in the afternoon, four men were frantically working a steep field, 
planting brush and ripping out sickly saplings. One of the men helping to replant was the eldest 
son of the neighbouring smallholder, who was concerned that blight might cross the boundary 
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that divided this land from his holdings. This family’s crops had been severely affected in previous 
years and they could not afford to suffer another failed harvest. By helping to eradicate blight and 
replant, he was contributing to his neighbour’s cardamom’s welfare, yet he was also safeguarding 
his own by seeking to shore up the permeable border that divided his field from those of his 
neighbour.

Michael Sheridan has shown how boundary plants that mark out field boundaries often sit at 
the nexus of symbolic and material phenomena, playing fundamental roles in tying together the 
‘living bundles of rights and relationships’ that constitute how humans live among one another; 
relations that include, but extend beyond, those of property and resource control (2016: 44). 
Drawing upon Sally Falk Moore’s ethnography among the Chagga of Tanzania, Sheridan 
highlights the role that the shrub Dracaena plays in securing homes, graves and gardens –– part 
of a multispecies assemblage of non-human actors that work to define lands, property and 
ownership and residency rights. Affirming Malinowski’s dictum that scholars should 
contextualise the relationships between land and people not just in terms of law and economics, 
but also through meaning and mythology (see Malinowski 2013 [1935]: 766), Sheriden asserts 
that Dracaena ‘is an active agent, with a kind of personhood’: it ‘has eyes, he says, ‘and [its] 
vegetative gaze witnesses social arrangements’ (Sheridan 2016: 41). 

The absence of any effective boundary plants to halt the spread of disease in Moro-Manga 
means that household fortunes are intertwined. While interplanting crops such as brush may 
secure soils and mitigate cardamom blight, unlike Dracaena these cannot serve to establish a solid 
boundary between land and property that prevents blight’s spread. When disease appears in 
cardamom fields, the boundaries that people naturally recognise in the landscape are run over 
and erased, as blight spreads from one field to the next, threatening household livelihoods in 
turn. Cardamom fields serve as locations for meaning, mythology and economics, tying together 
the material basis of household reproduction with a longer-term mythology of prosperity that 
was brought by magical forces, embodied in the figure of the serpent. Like the serpents that 
weave through fields without obstruction, blight holds the capacity to run through cardamom’s 
porous monoculture.

In Anna Tsing’s outline of the new feral ecologies of the plantation, she foregrounds the 
opportunities that the plantation form gives to the ‘rub of many bodies’: the ability of pathogens 
and pests to spread quickly through the plantation’s undifferentiated landscape. This 
homogeneity, for Tsing, stimulates the  reproduction of ‘new virulent forms [of disease] that leap 
from one prey species to another’ (Tsing 2017: 59-60). ‘[A]lienated and disengaged organisms 
multiply and spread without any adjustment for existing residents or established limits’ (Tsing 
2017: 60). As James Scott (1998: 21) similarly notes, the fragility of monoculture renders it 
particularly vulnerable to the shock of pathogens and poisons.

Disease and failure often indexed the sense of being trapped or constrained by the economic 
imperative that tied each cultivator to their smallholdings. Often, farmers spoke of their 
relationship to cardamom as one of coercion (see Chapter 3). “We are trapped!” (Hami phaseko 
chao!), one friend exclaimed, when speaking of the community’s reliance upon the harvest to 
bring in a yearly income, and the debt relations that production entailed:

We should have a monthly income – then we could save our money! But we don’t, and our 
expenditure is too high. We always have to take our loans from the Marwari and then the 
whole cycle starts again... We are trapped with this.
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These sentiments were often allied to a recognition of the historical role that cardamom 
cultivation had played in community betterment. “Without this cardamom we would have 
nothing, really nothing”, one interlocutor explained, recognising the unrivalled capacity of the 
crop to alter household circumstances across the Himalaya. A middle-aged cardamom trader 
spoke more poetically, when describing the capacity of cardamom to sustain life and livelihoods: 
“When we die, if we still have a handful of cardamom in our hands, then we die happy. It will 
have sustained us our whole life, and then it just falls from our hands as we pass away.”

The labour that people engage with when seeking to protect their crops from failure is also 
labour engaged in with the aim of supporting the health of flora, the most valued economic 
actor, integral to a field of material and mythological forces of economics and ecology. 
Interspecies relations are ways through which interlocutors can gain control over the ecological 
aspects of the market that have interrupted and rearranged prexisting relationships between 
humans and other humans, and humans and non-humans.

Floral agency

The attempts of cultivators to support the health and wellbeing of their crops highlights the fact 
that floral and viral agency is often defiant, weak and uncooperative, susceptible to the action of 
blight, poor soil, or inclement weather. This capriciousness is one of the multiple ways in which 
the natural world often chooses to ‘kick back’ against human endeavours (Barad 1998; see 
Mitchell 2002: 19-53). In Bruno Latour’s opinion, such ethnographic evidence shows how things 
can object to the ways in which they are enrolled onto human projects (Latour 2000). A similar 
focus is forwarded by Keith Ansell-Pearson, who has called for the ‘inherently ethical task of 
opening up the human experience to a field of alterity’, an attempt at decentering human 
experience in favour of a holistic, multi-species account of processes of change (Ansell-Pearson 
1999: 2)

In Vibrant Matter, Jane Bennett makes a similar call, looking to expand our understanding of 
ethics beyond that of mankind through a theory of ‘vital materiality’ that aims at erasing the 
distinctions between humans and non-humans, and between living and non-living things. It is 
critical, she argues –– making an preliminary inventory of what this opening up may need to 
account for –– to pay attention to the ‘[p]ersons, worms, leaves, bacteria, metals, and hurricanes’ 
that hold varying types and degrees of power and influence upon the world (2010: 108). Only by 
doing so can we ‘raise the status of the materiality of which we are composed’ (Bennett 2010: 12; 
italics original).

Such proposals have not gone unchallenged. In a somewhat truculent reply to Christopher 
Witmore’s proposal to expand the possibilities of archaeology through an abolition of the 
hierarchy of human and non-human action –– a series of agentive and ontological turns that 
Witmore names ‘the New Materialisms’ –– Tim Ingold decries an approach where ‘all and sundry 
rub shoulders in anarchic abandon’, agency is reduced to bare existence, and ‘[l]iving, sentient 
creatures’ find their capacity for action ‘stripped down to the physical presence and tangibility of 
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lifeless objects’ (Ingold 2015: 231-235; Witmore 2015). What place remains, Ingold asks, for 
practices of labour or workmanship, or for processes such as weather, photosynthesis, and 
decomposition?

Residing at the nexus of processes of blight and disease and practices of labour and care, 
Moro-Manga’s cardamom plantations are sites where multiple forms of agency and action meet. 
The failure of this entangled agency –– of cultivators to ensure the health of their plants, and of 
plants to successfully fight off pathogens –– shows both human and floral actants as all-too 
recognisable ecological and economic participants: their inherent unreliability highlights the 
limits to the degrees of power each participant holds. The human-cardamom interspecies 
relationship is one that mediated by the market; but patterns and practices within this 
relationship transcend the economic role that each participant plays. Not merely 
instrumentalised, cardamom is yet treated and cared for as an economic actor integral to 
household reproduction. 

Jane Bennett argues that as the agency of non-human things emerges into public life, through 
their enabling or disrupting of human plans and projects, it is common that their ‘activities and 
powers’ are misrepresented as ‘human mood, action, meaning, agenda, or ideology’ (Bennett 
2010: x). My interlocutors understandings of cardamom’s agency, vulnerability, and inseparability 
with human development stand against such a trend, my interlocutors highlighting its agentive 
role in a longer shared project that emerged with the opening of the smallholder slot in 
Kalimpong District. Augustine resided in a wooden house below the larger complex of his father 
and brother, accessed by a winding path that dropped down the hillside though the family 
cardamom fields. His brother’s fields lay on the southern side of the path; his plots to the north. 
Although adjacent, his brother’s land was in far better condition than his own. Its individual 
plants were taller and more vibrant, with fewer signs of blight. They gave a consistent yield, 
whereas his was more sporadic. Over the past decade, this difference in yields had brought a 
significant amount of intra-family differentiation in wealth. To Augustine, his brother’s 
relationship with cardamom had been the key determinant of his success. “My brother has always 
done better with the cardamom”, he told me. “It is more obedient of him... it responds better to 
him. It likes his work.”

The long-term relationships maintained with cardamom highlighted interlocutors’ 
recognition of the plant’s potential to support human lives and endeavours, even when the 
productive capacity of smallholdings had failed. Latukh, the large farmer who had mothballed his 
farm and drying house was the most notable proponent of a sentiment that many of my 
informants expressed: a sense of waiting, hopefully, for cardamom to once again return the 
favours of their labour. Although Latukh had been absent from the region since the turn of the 
millennium, when he transferred his wealth and assets to Kalimpong, the meticulous upkeep of 
his property highlighted his ongoing relationship with the crop. His nephew, Dorje, tasked with 
maintaining the property, was an individual who had seen his life transformed by cardamom’s 
failure, being forced to sell much of his agricultural land. For a while he had been dependent 
upon others’ goodwill, and was relieved when Latukh offered him a wage in return for 
maintaining the estate and bringing in what cardamom did fruit each year. This income was 
sufficient that he had been able to hire a local man to assist him with the work. He told me that 
he found this work more fulfilling than being compelled to sell his labour across Manga and 
surrounding hamlets. He looked forward to a time when cardamom’s health would completely 
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reemerge. When I enquired as to its current condition, Dorje replied somberly and slowly: 
“Mordaicha rukhdaicha, mordaicha rukhdaicha” –– “It is dying and growing, dying and growing.” 

Since the end of the 1990s it has been like this... poison, disease (visa, roga)... I am waiting 
here on behalf of my uncle Latukh for the time when it chooses to come back again

I had become accustomed to longer-term labouring relationships being viewed as somewhat 
demeaning, somehow holding the implication that one individual was always beholden to 
another and at their beck-and-call. Latukh’s absence surely played a part in why the duties that 
Dorje held were seemingly so valued by him. Dorje had stepped into the role vacated by his 
powerful uncle. But the meanings that he gave for the importance of his work were grounded in 
an anticipation of cardamom’s productive agency returning; the labour and care that he put into 
his work were performed with the aim of reviving cardamom’s vitality, a force that was valued as a 
key actant in the economic and social realms. Latukh’s act of generosity towards Dorje (offering 
him a steady wage when his own crops failed) had been repaid by Dorje’s offer of labouring work 
to his land-poor neighbour. The greatest generosity, however, seemed to be that which the two 
men were offering to Latukh’s smallholding, maintaining its crops through constant labour in 
expectation of its revival.

Other individuals experimented with different techniques to attempt to restore cardamom to 
its former strength. Behind his father’s house, in a long, white polytunnel –– its foundations dug 
one metre into the ground so as to harness the earth’s heat in the winter months –– Shiv had 
spent several months searching for a solution to Colletotrichum gloeosporioides leaf blight. A 24-
year-old agronomy MSc graduate, he had postponed his doctoral studies in the hope of finding a 
combination of fertilisers, pesticides, or soil type that could mitigate or alleviate the spread of 
disease. In spite of his hard work, he had not managed to find anything that could effectively 
treat leaf blight, and at the time of our first meeting, in the spring of my first year in the field, he 
seemed resigned to its fluctuations. “We’re entangled with this plant”, he told me, “and so we are 
attached to its condition... and right now, it is not good.” At the time when we met, Shiv was 
thinking of working in a different manner, to bring back some of the agricultural diversity that 
had been lost. I knew of one similar initiative that had been recently started by a village women’s 
committee near Moro. This group, that drew in participants from across the region, had begun 
growing vegetables in two long polytunnels on a patch of uncultivated land, something that most 
of my interlocutors saw as valuable, if somewhat quaint¹7. “They are experimenting with 
gardening, with growing vegetables”, one interlocutor explained. “Yes, it’s not common in Moro 
at all… I suppose it is a good thing for us to do.” That acts of subsistence vegetable cultivation 
were now ones of “experimentation” highlighted the extent to which other forms of floral care 
and interaction had been displaced by cardamom.

¹7 Netting notes the tendency for officials, agricultural extension officers and locals alike to be prejudiced against 
women gardeners and to offer them less assistance and credit, even though their activities may be more productive 
and intensive than other agricultural practices in the region (Netting 1993: 324-5).
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Mutualism and parasitism: pathogenic agency

One late afternoon, Robert and I stood in the shadow of his two-storey house, admiring the 
begonias flowering in long boxes beneath the kitchen window. As well as being a keen 
horticulturalist, Robert was a successful farmer, and our conversation quickly turned to the 
subject of cardamom, and of the possibilities and difficulties that came with its cultivation. The 
quality of the land and its preparation were crucial –– fields had to be cleared and cleaned so that 
cardamom saplings could establish themselves, and should be periodically weeded thereafter. 
Symbiosis, too, was of great importance. Certain companion plants were needed to support 
cardamom: stalks of brush that bound the soils of steep slopes and kept pests at bay; broad tall 
trees that provided the dappled half-shade that fully-grown cardamom preferred. Alder trees 
(alnus nepalensis) were a good choice for this latter role: they grew quickly, and provided an 
emergency stock of firewood, if needed, and as they grew they fixed nitrogens into the soil which 
were good for cardamom’s growth.

As our conversation started to wind down, Robert took me by the arm and led me a couple 
of metres to a line of alder saplings growing in pots by the side of the path. On a branch of the 
largest sapling lay a green phasmid, its leaf-shaped body almost indistinguishable from the foliage 
that surrounded it. “Where do you people think it comes from”, Robert asked, “this little moving 
branch?” I told him that the consensus among most of my friends in Europe was that stick 
insects had come to resemble trees because it was good for them to do so. “We think something 
similar here”, he replied. “This tree has become tired of being on its own and so has decided to 
grow something to have as company.” Having come to know Robert initially through his role as a 
Presbyterian pastor, I had expected him to speak of the Old Testament explanation for the origin 
of the world and its creatures, but when I mentioned this he shrugged off the suggestion. “That’s 
another way of explaining it, yes, but it isn’t really how it happened. No, these things… they 
come together.” 

Robert’s interrogation of the relationship between the sapling and the phasmid was a good 
conversational gambit for exploring questions around how different types of being relate to one 
another. It seemed that Robert saw plants and trees not just as ‘good to think with’ (Bloch 1998), 
but to ‘live with’ (Haraway 2003: 5) and to think alongside. Moreover, he knew that things liked 
to live and think alongside one another. I was soon to learn that it was common for things to 
“come together”, and for plants and other creatures to exist in complicated relationships with 
other human and non-human life, some of which were beneficial. Cicadas, one interlocutor 
explained, sang for the trees in which they lived, because their seeds were mute. 

Concepts of animal play, and understandings of multispecies companionship, defy received 
ethological explanations for non-human behaviour, which are often grounded in an 
anthropocentric assumption of creatures as rational actors maximising their self-interest (Graeber 
2014). When cicadas sing for trees, they perform an emotive and altruistic act on behalf of 
another being. Speaking of similar insect/orchid encounters, Carla Hustak and Natasha Myers 
ask what such interspecies relations look like when they are seen to be conditioned ‘not just by a 
calculating economy that aims to maximise fitness, but also by an affective ecology shaped by 
pleasure, play, and experimental propositions’ (Hustak & Meyers 2012: 77; italics original).

Within cardamom smallholdings, however, such playful relationships were notable by their 
absence. Cardamom, embedded at the heart of the smallholder agrarian economy, was not seen 
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purely in instrumental terms: as shown above, the acts of care that cultivators perform in relation 
to their crops are indicative of how processes of mutual cultivation have richer meanings 
(Pandian 2009). Yet, the ways in which my interlocutors spoke of their smallholdings was not 
one of play but of precarious aspiration, and the fear of the loss that could be brought by 
pathogens. 

The homogenisation of the floral life in circumstances of monocropping is designed to curtail 
the chance encounters and intimate relationships that exist in more diverse environments. The 
homogeneous dimensions, arrangements and yields required of a market commodity are ensured 
through acts of ‘making legible’, a way by which consistent yields are guaranteed (Scott 1998: 
18). In doing so, commercial monoculture disrupts chance meetings and organic interspecies 
relationships. It instead imposes ‘an extreme form of domestication or violent care’ onto floral 
bodies (Chao 2018: 629). The feral ecologies that this form of cultivation engenders creates new 
and unstable relationships that are characterised not by relations of mutualism but by relations of 
parasitism, as species come to be related to one another in acts of poisoning and predation.

Pathogenic agency (and floral vulnerability): parasitism and reciprocal capture

Luirey (Colletotrichum gloeosporioides), the leaf blight that spread across cardamom’s broad leaves 
and weakened and degraded its hosts, was also explained by interlocutors as a species that “came 
with” and lived in relation to others. Yet it was no mutually-supportive companion to cardamom: 
it offered nothing in return to the plant upon which it lived and fed.

“It gives me the shivers when I see it!”, my acquaintance Minky told me, speaking of her fear 
of spotting luirey on the leaves of cardamom plants in her village. “I just know it is going to eat 
the whole plant away… it will just die away so suddenly, and every other one around it.” Unlike 
other non-human beings that inhabited cardamom fields, luirey’s role within the monoculture 
assemblage was that of the poisoner. It contained the power to cast into disruption and 
imbalance the reciprocal relations that farmers held with their crops, weakening a central actor in 
the monocropping system by stripping cardamom of its life and fertility. Interlocutors described 
it as rapacious and its spread as unstoppable. During the damp months of the monsoon, in 
particular, when mist clung to the ground and moulds came to spot the interior walls of 
restaurants and houses, luirey spread rapidly, undoing and dissolving the health of plants and the 
labour of cultivators.

Posthumanist research emerging in anthropology, political ecology and other cognate fields 
have made substantial inquiry into human entanglements with other species and assemblages. 
Forests (Kohn 2013), plants (Hustak & Myers 2012; Chao 2018) and mushrooms (Tsing 2015) 
have emerged as suitable companions to illustrate the fundamental multispecies entanglements 
intrinsic to our ways of being. An emphasis upon the symbolism and pragmatics of making and 
maintaining relationships with non-human kin has foregrounded relationships seen to be 
reciprocal and commensal, highlighting how anthropocentric exceptionalism is challenged by the 
symbiotic relationships that maintain human endeavours.

Less widely explored are those antagonistic and oppositional relations that serve to disrupt 
and stall human plans: the viruses, plagues and microbes that present as unloving and malignant 
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others weaved just as tightly into the trajectory of human lives and aspirations (Mitchell 2002; 
Badiou 2020). As a way of thinking through kin relations, with human and more-than-human 
others, these corrosive relationships demonstrate that not all intimate social relations are mutually 
beneficial or supportive, and show how fertility and toxicity are often interlinked.

Unlike other interspecies relationships in cardamom fields, the one that exists between 
Colletotrichum gloeosporioides and floral and human life is characterised not by mutualism and 
companionship but by predation and parasitism, as blight saps the strength of valued crops. As 
Philippe Descola notes, in his discussion of the identity of vegetal children in the Amazon, 
distinctions such as gender and morality are often ‘subordinated’ to broader symbolic systems of 
thought, such as the relationship between predator and prey (Descola 2001: 98). When blight 
strikes Moro-Manga cardamom fields, people come to see their plants first of all as victims of 
pathogenic attack.

For Michel Serres, the logic of the parasite is the logic of interruption: it takes without giving, 
challenging the expected reciprocity that maintains social order (Serres 1982). Parasitic attack 
shows the inseparability of human and non-human agency as a relationship dependent upon each 
other’s continuing prosperity, and how such prosperity can be challenged by non-reciprocity. The 
ongoing relationship between Moro-Manga farmers and cardamom fits what Isabelle Stengers has 
called ‘reciprocal capture’: a ‘symbiotic agreement’ wherein conflicting practices evolve into 
mutually beneficial ones that produce value (Stengers 2010). Stengers asserts that the 
relationships involved in reciprocal capture are ‘not substantively different from other processes, 
such as parasitism or predation’ (2010: 35): both modes of relation involve concurrent demands 
upon the other party. Yet parasitism, unlike reciprocal capture, is not a dual movement of mutual 
reinforcement. Unlike relations of mutuality, prey must simply endure the parasite’s attack, 
receiving no affirmation or leverage in return. In contrast to relationships of reciprocal capture, 
no value is created within parasitic relations (Stengers 2010: 36).

Parasitism does not just disrupt the existing order, it remakes and consolidates it in a different 
fashion (Serres 1982: 14) In Javier Lezaun’s reading of Michel Serres, the actions of parasitism do 
not just point to ‘the disruption of ostensibly harmonius equilibria’ but signal the ‘resulting 
emergence of asymmetrical relations’ (Lezaun 2011: 754). Just as Anna Tsing and James Scott 
have highlighted of the role of monoculture simplification in allowing feral ecologies to spread 
and multiply, so Lezaun recognises that parasitic relations often emerge in response to original 
acts of exclusion (Tsing 2017 Scott 1998). Parasitism holds the potential to alter ‘the political 
valence of the actors caught in the tale’, undermining the contrived relationships of the 
plantation as wild agency disrupts human plans (Lezaun 2011: 740). 

Luirey commits acts of violence to the human inhabitants of Moro-Manga as it poisons and 
kills their non-human kin. It makes humans increasingly vulnerable to the caprices of cardamom 
markets, as failing crops leave them at risk of falling into debt and poverty. It undermines the 
equilibria that have been built up over decades through acts of simplification, cultivation and 
care. By positioning themselves as dependent on cardamom, upon whose fate their own fortunes 
rest, Moro-Manga cultivators reflect the more-than-human ethic represented in new perspectives 
emerging from contemporary anthropology and human geography, that disturb the hegemonic 
representation of human agency as determining the nature of the world (Bennett 2010).
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The forest game: hunting absent prey

Relations that my interlocutors held with cardamom contrasted starkly with those held with 
other non-human life. Perhaps the clearest distinction is with those relationships that were held 
with the game animals of the high forests in India and Bhutan, such as the Himalayan musk deer 
(Moschus leucogaster). Where interlocutors entanglements in the disrupted ecologies of the 
smallholding were freighted with precarity, and a sense of care performed against expected loss, 
hunting trips out into the remaining high forest in India and Bhutan were characterised by play, 
performance and transgression. These offer a contrast to the intimate interspecies relationships of 
the smallholding, and provide an insight into relationships held with other species before the 
expansion of cardamom cultivation into the high forest. Then, as now, those forest resources were 
mediated by the state, which sought in large parts to restrict local access as a means by which to 
increase revenue generation (Saberwal 2000; Gadgil & Guha 1992; Guha 1989).

The relationships between local people, the market, the state, and the natural world exist in 
ways that intervolve each actor in turn, but are yet relationships that are built up between species 
in specific ways. The relationships that Moro-Manga cultivators have built up with cardamom are 
ones that stand in contrast to those held with animals. Cardamom’s relationship to human 
reproduction is one that is entwined at the level of smallholders’ households; it has come to 
exclusively occupy that role as relationships with other species have been displaced. Animals such 
as Moschus leucogaster serve to recall older entanglements; the acts of pursuit and play in which 
deer and other prey are centered are a means by which people negotiate the loss of these 
relationships and the policing of resource access and control. The diminution of wild territories 
with the clearing of Moro-Manga’s high forest, however, means that the relationship between 
humans and game animals is no longer one of reciprocal capture but is rather marked by non-
reciprocity. Moschus leucogaster are preyed upon now, through the fact of their exclusion, in a way 
that they never were previously, when their populations were allowed a place to continue as a 
component of multispecies assemblages and diverse livelihoods

Although an infrequent and informal affair, hunting parties were a key means by which male 
interlocutors engaged with their broader environment outside of the cardamom forest. At the 
same time, these trips provided opportunities for male competition and demonstrations of  skill 
and bravado. Small parties of four or five men would venture along trails to areas where dense 
forest cover still existed, usually brandishing one or two homemade guns and composite bows, in 
search of prey. The firearms were rudimentary: lengths of steel pipe that had been bored out to 
fire small arms ammunition, with a simple trigger and firing pin at the rear. They had been 
welded at the breech and so had to be loaded from the muzzle. The composite bows, by contrast, 
were modern and expensive. Men from across the region often spend substantial amounts of 
money on archery equipment so as to be competitive in local and regional tournaments, and 
commonly bring these same weapons with them on hunting trips to the forest.

I was taken to hunt on just one occasion, an uneventful trip that ended without a shot being 
fired. After a couple of hours of fruitless searching for prey, the adventure quickly dissolved into a 
night-time hike. What was most important, it seemed, was evading the arm of the state that 
sought to prevent hunting activities. The force that my interlocutors seeked to slip past was the  
Sashastra Seema Bal (SSB), India’s border security force. A series of SSB camps stretches through 
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the villages along the border with Bhutan, ostensibly with the aim of securing India’s eastern 
border, which is in sight of the disputed Doklam plateau and Doka La pass, where Chinese forces 
have long massed. In actuality, the negation of the role of the Panchayats in the aftermath of the 
establishment of the Gorkhaland Territorial Administration (see Chapter 3) had brought the SSB 
closer into people’s lives. Their soldiers were often called upon to assist with repairing trails and 
broken water pipes, and making decisions that would otherwise have been taken by the 
Panchayat concerning resource allocation and distribution. Less cooperatively, the SSB 
infrequently made efforts to police the activities of alcohol smugglers and illegal hunters 
operating near and across the border.

Many anthropological accounts of hunters’ relations with their prey stress the intertwined 
and often mirrored personhood that exists between the two beings, and the production of 
gendered personhood through male storytelling (Willerslev 2007; Vivieros de Castro 1998). In 
an account of male hunters’ storytelling, Rane Willerslev asserts that telling tales of hunting 
escapades is an act that serves not as a pedagogical technique, but as a means by which hunters 
assert their status as humans, and capable males, when they return from a period of hunting. 
Such acts are an integral part of human/non-human relations, a way in which social relations and 
culture are able to be communicated across the gulf that divides species (Ingold 2000). For the 
companions that led me on our hunting trip an intimate knowledge of the prey animal was 
lacking. The telling of tales, however, was a key way in which young men performed 
masculinities, often with respect to the state.

The leader of the hunting party in which I participated admitted that he was not sure which 
tracks or signs to look for, or the best way to approach the animal if it were found. Much of this 
knowledge had been lost over several generations, he told me. The prey that the party sought 
seemed more to be a shadow and an absence, a memory of things that had been done before and 
a loss reflected in the remade nature of the cardamom landscape. The small areas of forest that 
remained above and between cardamom fields were not the most favourable hunting grounds, 
and in places I wondered if the forest cover was substantial enough to provide a habitat for deer. 
In the middle of our journey, one companion claimed that it would be necessary to hike several 
hours to the west, into the Neora Valley National Park, in order to find something to hunt, but 
that there the presence of Forest Service officials would surely curtail any opportunities for good 
hunting. Only one hunter was said to still be any good at the task of finding wild animals in the 
local area, a man who I knew as Manish, who sometimes had wild meat on sale from the front 
room of his house. To my companions that evening, he was a local hero (bahadur) who was more 
often known by another name, on account of his most famous adventure. This was told to me 
later the same week by a friend who enquired about my trip to the high forest:

The main guy who is doing all of the hunting is called Santa Clut (Santa Claus) because of 
his large white beard. He is the one with the best homemade gun, you know him as Manish 
[...] We were young, only four or five, in those days, when the andolan (uprising) came. At 
that time the CPRF (Central Reserve Police Force) was also here. One soldier called Halar 
Bajey was in their service. He was patrolling one night and they crossed each other, as 
Manish was carrying back a deer. Halar Bajey asked, “who is there, roaming around in the 
forest at night?!” Manish did not want to give his name so he replied: “it is Santa Clut!”
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Halar Bajey went and got his fellow soldiers and they went from house to house looking for 
“Santa Clut” and eventually they did find him. “It’s just our relative” people said, not Santa 
Clut! It was very embarrassing for them to have been fooled. He lives not far from you... you 
probably know him. He roams and hunts all over like a wanderer.

In the absence of an engagement with prey, my companions on our hunting trip were 
preoccupied with our evasion of the officials of the SSB. Acts such as the mischief performed by 
Santa Clut were key aspects of the hunt. My companions told their own tales of close calls with 
patrolling officers, with a mixture of bravado and self-assured confidence. Exaggerated and 
stylised stories of outrageous feats of hunting in dense forest, some certainly apocryphal, had 
been attached to several ancestors, often involving evasion and escape from the forces of the state. 
For my young companions, it was important to try to experience similar capers. One companion 
stated that were I not among the party, they would have made it a point of pride to return via a 
pathway that ran below an SSB camp, just 20 metres from the officers on watch. 

Although masculine play was evidently a drving force of these adventures, a large part of the 
undertaking was the formation of a relationship to the state through evasion of its officials, a 
form of ‘deep play’ (Geertz 1973) in which the game is not to seek deer but to evade the eyes of 
those who would curtail this activity. While deer are elusive and rarely found on these 
expeditions into the forest, it is always possible to play the game of evading the SSB.

Soldiers and officers of the SSB are integrated into the region in multiple ways and to varying 
degrees, often playing a part in village life. Besides undertaking community activity, or “people’s 
work” (manche ko kam), such as repairing infrastructure and undertaking cleaning drives, in 
which areas of the market or main paths are cleared of litter and plastic waste, soldiers are an 
everyday presence in shops and restaurants; several officers commonly frequented bars. The 
dispersed origin of many of these troops –– heralding from all parts of India –– meant that their 
inability to speak Nepali often proved a barrier to integration. Cultural differences often served to 
erect more sizeable barriers. When I asked a friend why the SSB would not be so decent as to 
participate in the annual village football tournament, a highlight of the calendar year, a friend 
cried out in disbelief at my ignorance: “they’re Indians... not Nepalis”, he explained, “they only 
know how to play cricket!”

In general, these servicemen occupy a liminal position in the locality –– residing upon the 
‘blurred boundary’ upon which government officials try to reconcile local perspectives with the 
aims and objectives of the developmental state (Springer 2000: 89). As Timothy Mitchell (1991) 
notes, in many circumstances it is often difficult to recognise the exact limits of the state, and the 
point at which it can be seen as ‘autonomous’ from society. The sense of obligation that many 
SSB had towards the local population upon which they were in part dependent, meant that the 
consequences of being caught in illegal logging or hunting were usually minor. Although the SSB 
were prominent actors, with much ability to effect social and material change through 
construction projects, they were seen as a service, rather than as leaders (netas).

In lieu of any frictive connection, the game of hide-and-seek played in the forest had come to 
stand for a means by which young men could test and defy the policing activities of the state, and 
challenge through play the discourses and practices of development that restrict activities such as 
hunting. “Of course we know that we should not do this”, one interlocutor explained, “but it is 
our old ways. We [Lepcha] used to say that we hunt, we don’t farm. Of course we do farm now, 
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we have no choice… but we should be allowed to hunt. It is these government men (sarkari 
manche) that want us to stop.” Speaking of his hunting activities, one interlocutor gave an 
analysis that foregrounded the role and limits of state agency:

In one sense it’s good as we’re still raw out here. If development really comes we will lose our 
tradition. So although we have our problems –– communication problems, infrastructure 
problems –– we still have this… we have these traditions that we keep. If the government 
explores more up here we will lose them, and our natural resources as well, so it’s good if they 
keep away.

Hunting then, is a means by which individuals can engage with the most prominent agents of 
the state and with the ways in which access to ecological resources are policed. Parallel to the 
understandings of the present as having been ‘developed’ by cardamom, hunting activities were a 
way of reclaiming or asserting a sense of continuity with the past, engaged in through a key non-
human participant, the game animal, that is centred even in its absence.

The assumption that indigenous people’s engagement with the environment is inherently 
degrading and/or criminal, and therefore must be policed, and the subsequent criminalisation of 
a range of activities in the high forest has curtailed a range of engagements with landscapes and 
ecological actors. Until relatively recently, hunting played a significant part of the resource make-
up of commodity producers across the Himalaya. Like the double movement of simultanous 
commercial and subsistence cultivation (Dove 2011; Parry & Bloch 1989), this was a form of 
‘economic dynamism’ that provided a coping strategy against the failures of commercial farming 
(Pankaj 2008). Less well recognised is the role that hunting, fishing and other forms of 
environmental engagement play in cushioning the transformations in symbolic environmental 
relations that accompany the switch to new forms of cultivation. The absent presence of species 
like Moschus leucogaster indexes the speed and extent of these changes, and the relationships that 
were once maintained with other forms of non-human life.

The displacement of these wild multispecies encounters by smallholder cultivation is a strong 
counter-argument to the old trope that ‘the colonizers, the market, and the state were the agents 
of ecological degradation while indigenous peoples, the more neolithic the better, were nature’s 
natural conservators’ (Scott 2000: vii). This ‘crudest formulation’ of post-Second World War 
environmental writing on South Asia erases the complicated material and symbolic relationships 
communities hold with ecological conditions, and overlooks how local peoples can be destructive 
agents of the very ecologies they fear to lose.

Political ecology of exclusion: monocropping as parasite?

The political ecology of Kalimpong District, as my interlocutors told it, was one grounded in acts 
of exclusion. The Lepcha elder who boiled the tea seeds given by the British, so as to prevent 
their germination and the seizure of lands, secured space for the opening-up of the smallholder 
slot on the Indo-Bhutanese frontier (Peluso 2017; Li 2014; see Chapter 1). Within this space, 
cultivators willingly transformed previously diverse and mixed forest lands into a cardamom 
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monoculture, in the process erasing valued multispecies relations. Original acts of exclusion 
unleashed the ‘feral ecologies’ inherent to commercial plantation monocropping (Tsing 2017). 
Unlike where plantation economies have been imposed upon peoples practising other forms of 
cultivation, in Moro-Manga these forces are ones that have been summoned out of smallholders’ 
desires to become ever-more closely embedded in the market. Reluctantly accepting the harm 
that the plantation form imposes onto human and non-human life, acts of care and cultivation 
serve to keep alive the creatures and relationships that are necessary to underpin the financial 
rewards of commercial commodity production.

The more-than-human account given here has followed the threads of recent research in 
environmental anthropology and human geography that have reconceptualised the nature of 
human-environment relationships (Ingold 2000; Whatmore 2006; Descola 2013). It has sought 
to show how people in Moro-Manga build up their understanding of their environment through 
lived engagements with the creatures that inhabit it (West 2005), and how non-human kith and 
kin, just like human kin, can exist in relations of parasitism or reciprocity, harm or care (see 
Chapter 5). This approach differs greatly from classic anthropological approaches to the 
environment that were largely structural, emphasising the importance of institutionalised rules 
and how they functioned. In such readings, concepts such as land tenure were seen as a bundle of 
rights, rather than an individual or communal relationship with ecology (Bohannan 1963). 
Questions were asked as to whom land belonged, who was permitted to labour upon it or harvest 
its fruits, and who profited or was exploited at each particular stage in an inevitable agrarian 
transition (Lerche 2013; Akram-Lodhi and Kay 2010). In such accounts, some of the most 
significant unanswered questions concern the material and symbolic relationships that people 
hold with the crops they cultivate.

A reconceptualisation of people’s relations with land and property can show the symbolic and 
material context in which worlds come to be known, and personal and collective identities made 
(Hann 1998: 5). Interspecies relationships offer a way of understanding how social meanings 
emerge within a landscape, in part through acts of labour, cultivation, and by the shifting 
presences and absences of species. In such a manner, ethnographic accounts can bring together 
the material and symbolic aspects of environmental relations without necessarily grounding these 
concerns in the notion of struggles over resource access (Biersack 2006: 4; cf. Escobar 1996). 
Beyond the connection between material struggles and symbolic contestations are intimacies of 
entanglement are characterized by care, fear and mutual loss, as cultivators and their plants suffer 
from the effects of pathogenic blight that their plantation form has encouraged.

As Sophie Chao has argued –– responding to Anna Tsing’s call for mutualism as a practice of 
‘multispecies love’ (Tsing 2011: 19) in a time of ecological degradation –– interspecies 
relationships are not always ones where love or care are reciprocated. Moro-Manga’s cardamom 
smallholdings show how interspecies relationships may be characterised by neglect, ambivalence 
and uncertainty. Varied conceptions may emerge at once: for Chao’s Marind interlocutors, palm 
oil can be seen as a ‘driver of destruction’ or ‘victim of human exploitation’. Their theories of the 
surrounding world ‘are perpetually in the making and transform in the light of new encounters, 
experiences, and knowledge’ (Chao 2018: 636). As Moro-Manga’s body of snake mythology 
shows, poisoning is not necessarily antithetical to concepts of fertility and reciprocity. That which 
attenuates can also hold the potential to nourish.

It might be tempting to think of the plantation form itself as parasitic; having driven out 
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more commensal relations such as subsistence cultivation, it draws on the lives of human 
cultivators even as it conspires to degrade their conditions and aspirations. The wealth that 
cardamom brings, however, suggests a waxing and waning between parasitism and reciprocity, 
oscillating in a manner not dissimilar to the gumlao/gumsa variations that Edmund Leach saw in 
highland Burma, where domination was periodically transmuted into egalitarianism and back 
again (Leach 1954). The feral ecologies of the plantation produce repeated change and 
uncertainty, as waves of blight undermine the value created by reciprocal capture and substitute 
in its place relations of parasitism.

Michael Sheridan’s framing of the place of Dracaena suggests the possibility to see cardamom 
as a boundary-breaking organism, a crop that serves to make porous not just farmers’ adjacent 
fields but the separate transactional and social spheres that are vulnerable to the actions of 
parasites (cf. Sheridan 2016). Situated between a smallholder economy and a plantation ecology, 
cardamom’s porousness endangers both realms, allowing instrumental debt and credit relations 
and market speculation to be cut through by the unpredictable forces of blight, poison and 
disease. The debts unsettled by the untrammelled movement of luirey are not just financial, but 
also those of labour and care that is built up between humans and non-humans, which are 
expected to be settled at the time of the harvest.

Interspecies relationships are ones alternately characterised by love and neglect and fertility 
and sickness, as the changing state of cultivation colours the intimate relations between human 
and floral life. Just as relations such as debt and labouring can change relations between humans 
from ones of reciprocity to ones of parasitism, so transformations in cardamom’s health can 
change smallholdings from places of mutual support to sites of shared decline. By releasing the 
poisonous forces that build up in planation ecologies, cardamom itself undermines those original 
acts of exclusion that were created on the resource frontier. Emerging from moments of apparent 
stability, dangerous and feral agencies travel through cardamom, unpicking valuable mutualisms.

Michael Taussig has written of how the transformation in economic and social relations that 
the plantation form engenders can subsume humans into the structure of the market, while 
elevating crops into ‘monsters or gods’ (Taussig 1980: 122). The intimate relationships 
maintained between cardamom cultivators and their crops offer insights into how the non-
human kin of smallholdings come to be both honoured and feared, as human prosperity and 
aspiration is left at the mercy of the fluctuating ecology and economy of the market.

✽

In his reading of the logics of parasitism, Michel Serres (1982) notes that the original meaning of 
the term ‘parasite’ described a person eating at another’s table. Alongside insidious microbes, viral 
infections and attenuating poisons, Serres foregrounds as an archetypal parasite the ‘uninvited 
guest’ who exchanges talk and flattery for food¹8. The seemingly dissimilar activities of the 
parasite, Serres argues, are not coincidentally expressed by the same word; rather, they are 
intrinsically related and have the same basic function. In the next chapter, I go on to explore 
other forms of parasitism, poisoning and non-reciprocity as they emerge in the substances and 

¹8 Certain parasites, it might be argued, primarily seek out ethnographic data.
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practices of sociality and commensality: in the manufactured alcohols and toxic foods that have 
arisen in the wake of the displacement of subsistence cultivation, and in the malevolent ritual 
practices of poisoners, who transform acts of commensality into opportunities to steal wealth and 
prosperity.
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5. Slow and fast poisons: commensality, consumption and the taste of 
development

The marketplace at the centre of Moro village is a patch of unpaved ground, around 100 metres 
square, adjacent to the motorstand, above which tower the three- and four-storey high buildings 
of Moro village. On non-market days, when its covered stalls lie empty, the area sees very little 
activity. Only infrequently do patrons from the Tibetan bar that lies on its northwestern corner 
spill out to continue their revelry in the open air. On Sunday –– market day –– it is an entirely 
different place. From the early hours of the morning, local Nepali traders arrive from the 
surrounding area, laden with goods and clothes of Indian and Chinese origin. Bengali and Bihari 
vegetable sellers, from the towns and villages of the madhesh to the south, come to lay out their 
produce on woven mats. Blacksmiths stack up their tools and cookware on torn tarpaulins. The 
Bengali hairdresser unshutters his hut, wipes down the ancient barber chair, and immerses his 
scissors in a glass of diluted Barbicide. By the time the first jeeps are queuing to find a spot in the 
motorstand –– their passengers squeezed five abreast on bench seats –– small groups are arriving 
on foot from surrounding hamlets. From the area east of the Medicine River, around Manga, 
where the roads are impassable by jeep, villagers often arrive leading pack animals. Around now, 
the line of wooden-framed food stalls that separate the marketplace from the motorstand are full 
of activity, as women prepare samosas and aloo chop, and boil masala chai. 

This industry is initially disregarded by the disembarking passengers, who proceed in small 
groups to Sunday Mass, either west to the higher ground upon which St. Nicolas Roman 
Catholic church is built, or east to one of the Protestant denomination churches a short walk 
down the hillside. During the period of mass the market is filled with the low conversations of 
the sellers, but at the conclusion of each morning service congregations spill back into the 
marketplace, absent only those groups of men (Catholics and dissenting Protestants) who choose 
to instead frequent –– for an hour, an afternoon, or until late evening –– one of the many bars 
that are found in the warren of alleyways that make up Moro village.

The Indian marketplace, as Alfred Gell recognised, gives ‘tangible expression to the principles 
of social structure which transcend the village context’. (Gell 1982: 471) Locating its village 
residents in the ‘holistic system of sociological categories’ in which market relations bind them, 
the marketplace can reveal the ‘scheme of values which sustains’ a society, prompting analysis of 
market transactions as social ritual (1982: 471-2). At Moro bazaar, the broader sociological 
categories of the pahār are writ large. Where the main covered stalls are the acknowledged 
territory of the Nepali traders, the merchants from the madhesh –– the Bengali and Bihari 
vegetable sellers, traders and blacksmiths –– gather themselves in clusters between stalls and in 
impromptu lines along the edge of the motorstand, a spatial arrangment that mirrors the ethnic 
divisions in the region. The separation of Protestant and Catholic men due to their opposing 
views on the acceptability of alcohol consumption is another notable disjuncture, as is that of 
gender: as even those men who decline alcohol often use their time in the market to socialise, its 
transactional space is one dominated by women, often accompanied by their children. In 
addition to its capacity to display a microcosm of social structure, the marketplace serves as a 
focal point for critiques of the stuff and substances of life in contemporary India, part of the 
ongoing critiques of the nation’s rapid and economic and social transformations. 
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This chapter explores my interlocutors assessments of the practices and substances of 
commensality and sociality, and the changes effected upon them by entry into commercial 
cardamom markets and their attendant ecological disruption. These two interleaved discourses 
are somewhat overworked topics in the social sciences. Anthropological accounts of the magical 
responses that arise as people are incorporated into capitalist economies and larger social 
networks have a deep history (Nash 1979; Taussig 1980; Comaroff & Comaroff 1993; Geschiere 
2013). A body of research has conceptualised the transition to modernity as one experienced as a 
simultaneously moral and material shift, in which the stuff and substances of everyday life come 
to stand as evaluative markers for both that which has been lost and for things increasingly 
desired (Gold 2009; High 2017). In the case of smallholders, these discourses come to speak to 
the intervolvement of agricultural, social and economic change, and of the varied and often 
contradictory projects of human and non-human cultivation that coexist in any one place 
(Pandian 2009).

In this chapter I follow Richard Eves’ argument that accounts of the engagement with 
modernity tend to reify modernity’s forces as all-encompassing, situating them as a focal point to 
which the local can only respond (Eves 2000: 454). Challenging the assumptions central to 
classical understandings of witchcraft as being heavily shaped by prior conditions (cf. Sahlins 
1981) or exist as merely passive outcomes of larger forces (cf. Comaroff & Comaroff 1993), Eves 
sees such magical phenomena as creative and locally-specific responses. A similar point is made 
by Roy Dilley, in Contesting Markets: Analyses of Ideology, Discourse and Practice (1992), his 
interrogation of the confrontation of non-Western societies with the concepts and practices of the 
market. In Dilley’s reading, moral discourses emerge from a process of contestation that are 
inherent to transforming exchange relations, yet grounded in the socio-cultural environment in 
which those transformations are taking place; moreover, these discourses are tactical responses 
with a specific intent:

The relationship between morality and commerce cannot simply be derived from the 
structure of a peasant ideology. Moral evaluations, whose forms are always culture specific, 
result from the processes of contestation within, and over, exchange relations. In the hands of 
exchange partners –– perhaps for the lack of any other means –– morality is a weapon in the 
attempt to address potential imbalances of power relations which arise from and are 
articulated through the extension and development of ‘market’ relations. (Dilley 1992: 6)

In this manner, moral evaluations of exchange serve as a weapon in the hands of those confronted 
by economic and social change, a means of striking back against the upheaval brought by market 
forces.

In this chapter I examine the moral evaluations that are at play in and around the market at 
Moro bazaar, and in domestic houses, concerning the substances and processes of consumption 
and commensality. I explore how varied but interwoven discourses around forms of poisoning 
interrogate the social and ecological transformations that have arisen with commercial cardamom 
production and market exchange. Food and alcohol, I show, sit at the heart of the longer 
historical developments of the region, and at the centre of present day concerns about 
development, health, and consumption. The dangers inherent in commensality index the 
uncertain ways in which wealth and fortune are acquired and lost.
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Poisons and the taste of modernity

I first encountered the market as a space of moral evaluation when buying vegetables one Sunday 
morning in the early months of my field research. My Nepali was still at a rudimentary stage, but 
I thought I would attempt some market banter that I had picked up from my language teacher in 
Kathmandu. As the stallholder picked out and weighed handfuls of radish, okra and aubergines, I 
joshed, “give me the freshest ones, you can eat the stale ones” [“Malai taja taja dinus, tapai basi 
khannus!”]. I must have looked pleased with myself when the remark was met with laughter, for 
my friend Thomas immediately explained the reason for my companions’ amusement: “It is a 
funny joke, but actually we all find it funny for another reason… you see, nothing here at the 
market is actually fresh!”

White slime that seeped from splits formed in the skins of tomatoes. A powdery, green mould 
that spread over new potatoes. Vegetables that seemed fresh on market day, but upon closer 
inspection revealed themselves to be already turning rotten… Friends described at length the 
techniques of the deceitful growers that led to these abnormalities and diseases: chlorate sprinkled 
upon fruits to quickly ripen them; urea injected into the centre of immature vegetables to fill out 
their size and weight. The contamination and impurity of imported produce was a common 
theme that encompassed grown and manufactured foods alike, including the packaged glass 
noodles that interlocutors joked were made from plastic, and the government rice that some said 
was bulked out with sand and grit. Like the majority of my research companions, I was reliant 
upon these foods to meet my own subsistence needs. As the cardamom industry in Moro-Manga 
grew in the latter half of the twentieth century, former staples such as millet, maize, vegetables 
and legumes had been progressively displaced. By the time of my arrival, few households were 
capable of meeting their subsistence needs and were reliant upon the food sold in local stores or 
by the vegetable sellers at the market.

As was understood by the farmers with whom Akhil Gupta worked, those strains and 
methods of production which produce a higher yield are often considered to be less tasty and less 
full; often, less desi (local/‘of the land’). The ‘taste’ acknowledged here is more than just the 
‘momentary sensation on the tongue’; it expresses other properties of the substance being 
consumed: dishonesty, impurity, and the conjunctures of place and history that reside at the site 
of incomplete development (Gupta 1998: 4-7). Food contains the potential to reveal these 
properties, just as it can unveil ideas and beliefs about the nature of health, nourishment and 
sustenance. Sharply contrasted to commercially-manufactured foodstuffs, local food was often 
viewed as having different –– greater –– properties, that arose through it being grown out of a 
different soil and air. This was the prevailing view among Dolly Kikon’s research companions in 
the Naga hills, for whom local food was not just pure but so necessary for individual health and 
well-being that it could not be done without (Kikon 2013: 15). My research companions would 
often praise the produce they did grow — the cabbages, onions, radishes and squashes that were 
cultivated on small strips of marginal land adjacent to cardamom fields or close to the plots of 
houses. These vegetables would often be eaten at special family meals, shared out with guests, or 
gifted to friends. Yet this produce was never sufficient in quantity to meet a household’s monthly 
subsistence needs. Instead, households were to varying degrees reliant upon the food imported 
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from the Bengal plains. Explicitly recognising its capacity to corrode human bodies, many of my 
friends and interlocutors referred to this produce as visa (N.: poison) or the “slow poison” (E.).

 One day I called by Nehru’s house just as he and his family were preparing the evening meal. 
His wife Priya was adding firewood to the still-burning afternoon embers, as Nehru crouched 
beside her peeling potatoes; their eldest son was washing out the cooking pots. I hadn’t intended 
to ask about the “slow poison” — upon my arrival, prompted by one of Priya’s remarks, I had 
begun to inquire about the life histories of Priya and Nehru’s parents — but the conversation had 
turned to the topic of generational change and the new experiences and materialities that had 
arrived alongside the growth in the cardamom industry. Nehru and Priya had seen first-hand the 
great transformations that had arisen with cardamom wealth, not all of which they considered 
good. “With all of the chemicals in this food, we won’t live to be ninety like my father”, Nehru 
told me. 

Remember, when I was young we did not go to school. We did not know what the 
people all know now. Because of this, I can still work, but my son can’t do what I did. 
But I learned from my father. Like I said, he lived until he was ninety. But with the 
chemicals in the food now we can’t live this long, like my father did. All the time we 
worry about what is in our food. Look at these potatoes — they collapse. The local ones 
can be revived with a little water, but these cannot... they’re full of poison, don’t you 
see?…

For some interlocutors, the slow poison was a substance created by the actions of deceitful, 
untrustworthy farmers on the Bengal plains who wished to expand their profit margins at the 
expense of their customers’ health and well-being; being forced to consume it was another aspect 
of the broader oppression and marginalisation faced by the community of the Nepali hills. For 
others, the present danger of these foodstuffs was intrinsically interlinked with the social and 
economic changes that had arisen with cardamom: tangible, material evidence of the negative 
side of economic development and market engagement. Together, these two interleaved 
discourses described a paradox: that the economic and social mobility that had arisen with entry 
into a global commodity market had been accompanied by entanglements in other, less desirable 
networks freighted with corporeal risks. Cardamom had brought Moro-Manga households 
wealth, yet the concomitant displacement of subsistence cultivation had rendered the community 
dependent upon foodstuffs that sapped vitality and shortened lifespans.

As my interlocutors asserted, and as I will go on to describe in this chapter, the substances of 
food and alcohol and the dynamics of hospitality and commensality presented great threats to 
health, wealth and wellbeing. The discourses concerning these forms of poisoning served as 
interrogations of the radical economic transformations that had arrived in tandem with entry 
into commercial cardamom markets. They make clear the ways in which economic life develops 
through the input of human and non-human forces, and highlight the fact that individual 
prosperity can be undermined by the action of deadly substances that sit at the heart of everyday 
consumption and commensality. The increased personal wealth and enlarged cash economy that 
have emerged in tandem with the growth in the cardamom industry offer possibilities for 
betterment, but at the cost of placing individuals and households in closer proximity to potential 
misfortune.
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Dangerous commensality

It was my own misfortune at the hands of a poisoner that prompted my research companions to 
first inform me of the dangers of malevolent hospitality. This misfortune occurred during the 
second spring of my field research, when I had been using a period of unexpectedly clement 
weather to make long excursions on foot to distant hamlets, staying away from my home for 
several days each week. Over the course of one weekend at the end of April I fell ill with a high 
fever and malaise that persisted for several weeks. Although I woke up each morning feeling quite 
fresh, after an hour I was compelled back to bed with cold sweats and a high fever that persisted 
for the remainder of the day. After several days I had become so weak that I could not make it to 
the market, and I became dependent upon parcels of food that my friend Mercedes sent up to 
my house, portered by the children that passed through the lane beside my house on their way 
home from school.

Several of my friends believed that environmental factors were at play, that I could not live in 
a region “no longer fit for people” after its nature had been “so completely ruined” (sab bigaryo) 
by the cardamom plantations. One friend believed that the large amount of time I spent away 
from my house had caused it to become sick, a diagnosis that I was inclined to believe. I spent 
most days and evenings conducting research away from home, and in the absence of my body 
heat blooms of black and green mould had come to spot the walls of my bedroom. After almost a 
fortnight of illness, and a course of antibiotics and antiparasitics, I was well enough to resume my 
research. Calling one night to meet an interlocutor at Dana’s bar, a couple of hundred metres 
from my home, I heard that a consensus had formed about my illness. This small dhaba, from 
where its kindly owner sold omelettes, sabji (mixed vegetables), and boiled eggs, and imported 
Bhutanese whisky and beer, was a meeting place for farmers in hamlets near to my home, and I 
had come to value it not just for Dana’s hospitality, but as a public forum in which I could be 
disabused of some of my cultural misapprehensions.

I arrived that evening hoping that a glass of hot whisky, cloves and honey –– Dana’s 
traditional remedy for a cold –– could pick up my energy levels, but after I recounted my 
symptoms to her and Prem Bahadur, a local jungli doctor¹9 who was that week treating an illness 
in one of Dana’s pigs, they concluded that my malady was far more serious. Dana had been 
worried when I had failed to turn up for an arranged drink with Sunil, the commander of the 
local SSB camp. She had heard a rumour that I had gone hunting with some local boys in the 
high forest and had not returned. A week later, she had not been much more relieved to hear that 
I was bedridden with a fever. My malaise was not the result of any environmental cause, she now 
told me, but rather an act of poisoning by someone who was seeking to steal my health and 
wealth. Prem Bahadur was unequivocal: “you have been poisoned”, he told me, “by someone 
who has invited you into their home”. Hearing of my research activities, my diagnosticians were 
unsurprised at my fate. Prem Bahadur stated that it would have been impossible for anyone to 
have visited so many houses and not come into contact with a poisoner.²0

¹9 A jungli doctor is a practitioner on traditional medicine, with particular knowledge of local medicinal plants.
²0 Khāpat, a term referring to acts of poisoning, was how many interlocutors spoke of the act of being afflicted with 
poisons (visa). Others spoke of bōksi, or bōksīvidyā, a term more analogous with witchcraft.
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Only a shaman (R: bijua) could alleviate the enervating affects of the poison, through sound 
healing. As there was no longer a shaman in Moro-Manga who could perform such work, Dana 
advised that I travel to Kalimpong to seek one out. In the future, I needed to be more careful in 
deciding from whom I should accept food and drink. As a foreigner, the signs of a poisoner’s 
house would be difficult for me to recognise and I would need some assistance if I were to 
continue with my fieldwork. Dana commanded that before doing anything else, I needed to find 
an elephant and a goldsmith. “In an elephant’s tail there are hairs that have branches (hanga)”, 
she explained.

It is only one in one-hundred strands, but if you take that strand to the goldsmith he can 
make a ring for you. Get him to put the hair inside the ring. He will make the ring so that 
the hair is woven inside. If you put the ring into a glass of beer and it is poisoned then the 
beer will fizz. If you put it into food, it will bubble. By this way you will know it has been 
poisoned. Then you must find a bijua, and he can help you. And you will know never to eat 
from that person’s house again.

Such sentinels are recommended elsewhere in the Himalaya: silver-coated cups and chopsticks 
made from rare woods that fizz and blacken to warn their owner of the presence of poison. The 
extent and variety of these amulets witness just how widespread accusations of poisoning are 
across the Himalaya. The poisoning tales conveyed to me –– in India, Nepal and Bhutan –– all 
follow a similar pattern: a poisoner contacts a malevolent spirit, often through a doll or effigy 
that has been imbued with powers by a witch; and installed in the eaves of the house.²¹ During 
several phases of the celestial cycle, particularly during a full moon or red moon when people’s 
life energies are vulnerable, this malevolent spirit enters the body of those who accept the 
poisoner’s hospitality; the spirit consumes the victim’s vital energies while transferring their 
wealth to the poisoner. Fever and sweats are common symptoms of this poisoning, but more 
often the victim is also consumed by a force that holds them rigid, binding their jaw so tight that 
they cannot speak. Their faeces turns black, and their skin white. If no healer or doctor is at hand 
to offer treatment, death can occur in four or five days.

Although there has been no substantial anthropological examination of the phenomenon, 
instances of poisoning are mentioned in ‘a profusion of similar anecdotes and tales’ within the 
ethnographic record (Da Col 2012: S176). Anthropological accounts of many groups in the 
South Asian Himalaya and across the wider Tibet and Central Asia region report comparable 
beliefs in the actions of poisoners (see Ortner 1978; Ramble 1997; Balicki 2008; High 2017), 
who transmit malevolent forces through the substances of hospitality. A clear account is given by 
Sherry Ortner (1978: 63-64), who in her examination of Sherpa ritual practices notes that these 
communities’ attitudes towards hospitality are ones of ‘radical ambivalence’, in which the life-
giving aspects of commensality are tempered with a ‘diffuse anxiety’ that wealth-seeking poisoners 
may place guests in very real danger.

²¹ In many versions of this tale, the witch is said to have made the figurine out of clay created from the tissue of their 
deceased child, who is sacrificed to the spirit when creating the initial bond with it. As in other contexts, an inherent 
part of the logic of the witch is the sacrifice of kin (Geschiere 2013: 67; van Binsbergen 2001: 243).
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Hostesses, it is thought, may poison one in the course of hospitality. They do this not out of 
any social animus, but simply because, in cultural belief, poisoning others is a magical way of 
getting rich. Theoretically only certain evil persons would actually do this, but of course one 
never knows, as the Sherpas always insist, people’s inner motives, and in theory one could get 
poisoned in the course of accepting any hospitality at all.
(Ortner 1978: 64)

The discourse around food and the substances it contained were some of the most immediate 
critiques of the transformations wrought by entry into the commercial cardamom market. By 
contrast, it was only after my own experience of poisoning that I was made aware of the dangers 
that could be transmitted by acts of malevolent poisoning. That none of my research companions 
sought to forewarn me of the dangers of these malevolent rituals is unsurprising: poisoning 
attacks are spoken of with great hesitation, and in an air of secrecy. Writing of similar malevolent 
curses in rural Mongolia, Mette High suggests that such reluctance ‘may be grounded in a fear 
that listeners will presume that the knowledge an informant imparts reveals his or her own 
possible involvement in such matters’ (High 2017: 75). Dana suggested as much that evening: 
people were wary of discussing of acts of poisoning lest suspicion fall upon them; but also as it 
was simply uncomfortable to contemplate that immediate neighbours might be willing to do one 
harm. It was only the danger to my health that had compelled them to break their silence on the 
matter. This reticence was present in many other conversations, although some interlocutors were 
open to discussing poisoning, particularly once it was clear that I had myself fallen victim to the 
practice. Some individuals shared their own experiences of having been poisoned, or their 
knowledge of poisoning incidents they had heard about. More than one interlocutor suggested 
that the prevalence of the practice had increased in the wake of cardamom wealth, in tandem 
with the growth in other harmful social behaviour²²; yet the direct relationship between economic 
transformations and the increase in malevolent ritual practices was not always clear. A young 
farmer who had recently suffered from the effects of poisoning during a journey to visit relatives 
in Bhutan explained the increase in poisoning rituals as reflecting the uncertainty and instability 
of social life in the era of cardamom diseases:

More and more people have turned this way [to poisoning rituals]. Everything is so uncertain 
and you never know who will try this. So I don’t know who poisoned me, and you do not 
know who poisoned you… bhai (brother), it could have been anyone.

²² Across the Himalaya, the transition to cardamom cultivation in a region is often seen as bringing with it moral 
degeneration. As a farmer from Bhutan wrote on social media in 2017:

“When cardamom farming dominates other agricultural activities due to its high market value, people indulge in non- 
behavioural practices that hamper peace and harmony our community members. […] There were few stabbing cases in Samtse 
before at the time of cardamom drying season that has created fear in the minds of many farmers. There are even incidents where 
women have extramarital affairs when husbands are away from home to dry cardamom during the night and it spoils the relations 
in the family. Farmers need high quantity of fire wood to dry cardamom and that largely contributes to gradual reduction of our 
pristine nature.”
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In the months following my illness, I came to learn that Dana’s advice on how to recognise and 
avoid the methods of poisoners was tempered with her own anxieties about the practice, which 
were tied to her social role as a giver of hospitality. While poisoning holds clear risks for the 
victim, for the suspected perpetrator the reputational damage holds the potential to seriously 
harm one’s social standing. This latter risk is not uniform: as poisoning is intimately related to 
hospitality, commensality and inter-household relations it carries heightened risks for particular 
types of person. For women who dispense hospitality, such prospects constitute a serious threat. 
The association of women with practices of poisoning has a long history in South Asia, where 
understandings of ‘female mysticism’ have often framed women as potentially dangerous agents 
(Harper 1969: 81). The roles women often play in relations of hospitality place them at the 
centre of an inherently ambiguous form of exchange (March 1987: 357) that holds the potential 
for great reputational risk.

Although no-one had accused Dana of personally being involved in poisoning rituals, as 
someone who dispensed hospitality each day, this risk was ever-present. Around two years ago she 
had come into the possession of an acre of land from a nephew who could not pay a long-
standing bar bill. Although the condition of the land was relatively poor and its cardamom yield 
low, the money that it had brought in had enabled her to finish the construction of her house. 
Over the past year, another relative had also built up a substantial debt with her, after falling into 
a period of alcoholism that had driven his family into a financial crisis. He had begun to call at 
Dana’s late at night to ask for bottles of whisky, usually without having the cash to pay for it, and 
over several months a sizeable debt had amassed. Although it was generally considered to be 
unthinkable that someone could poison their kin, Dana was reluctant to call in this recent debt, 
fearful of how any decline in her relative’s circumstances might be viewed. Both her position as a 
dispenser of hospitality and her gender made her vulnerable to potential allegations.

Writing on the laws of hospitality, Julian Pitt-Rivers (1968; 1977) centres his analysis on the 
three figures of the stranger, the guest and the beggar. The stranger, he says –– a figure always and 
everywhere associated with the sacred –– is either shunned by the host as a dangerous unknown, 
or transformed into a guest who must be honoured (Pitt-Rivers 1968: 20-21). This process 
‘imposes order through an appeal to the sacred’, in the process making ‘the unknown knowable’ 
and placing into abeyance potential conflict, without ever eliminating it entirely (Pitt-Rivers 
1977: 108). The beggar is a distinct figure, although he and the stranger both begin their roles in 
‘the category of persons to whom hospitality is due’ and carry potential dangers (Pitt-Rivers 
1977: 99). Where the stranger is brought into relations of hospitality and lifted up to a status 
where she can no longer be disparaged, the beggar’s progression is more fraught. As the stranger is 
transformed into a guest (hostis) she becomes herself a potential host; hospitality is always 
logically reciprocal. By contrast, the beggar is not forbidden to pay; he is simply unable to do so, 
and this inability changes the nature of what he is able to lay claim to. If the beggar ‘aspires too 
assiduously, then his insistence implies a threat’ and the host loses rather than gains honour by 
her charity (Pitt-Rivers 1977: 106). 

The beggar’s expression of need can quickly invite hostility if it begins to appear as a demand. 
Dana’s relative could perhaps be seen as a bad guest, placing her in a position where the kindness 
of her hospitality summoned potential peril. In a fluctuating cardamom economy, this is an ever-
present risk that Dana and others experienced: that kith and kin who have fallen on hard times 
might come to ask for alms that they can not reciprocate, becoming parasites that continually 
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dine at another’s table (Serres 1982; see Chapter 4), and in return for suspicion to fall upon those 
who offer hospitality. In some places, distinctions are drawn between those who cause evil 
intentionally or unconsciously; between insiders and outsiders; and between bad hosts and bad 
guests (Day 1989: 337). In all cases, poisoning is closely related to hospitality and commensality: 
home and hearth are placed firmly at the centre of the classical ideology of poisoning here as 
throughout the Himalayan region.

Like Sherry Ortner, Peter Geschiere notes the unspoken ambivalence of malevolent ritual: the 
‘deep tensions and ambiguities’ that lie at the heart of accusations that intimates might harbour 
malevolent intent. This ambivalence reflects the dual nature of intimacy as a state of both safety 
and danger (Geschiere 2013: 25). Accusations of malevolent ritual therefore index fears of 
creating affinity with others with whom one should perhaps not become so close, and offer a 
warning of the dangers of commensality outside of one’s kin group. As Maurice Bloch asserts, 
commensality is not merely a reflection of the ‘common substance’ of kinship, but is also ‘a 
mechanism that creates it’ (1999: 142). Kinship and commensality are so tightly woven that it is 
difficult to separate one from the other. Doing so –– by engaging in acts of commensality with 
non-kin –– can be a risky affair.

Comparative abundance and the domain of possessions

As discourses around poisoning seek to discern the nature of the forces of vitality that underpin 
life (Gudeman 2012), they locate these forces at the interface of the private and public spheres. 
They are in part a problem of intimacy, and pose the question of whom one should be intimate 
with (Geschiere 2013: 20). Yet like witchcraft accusations, acts of poisoning can serve as a 
strategy for avoiding and mitigating the establishment of hierarchy or the unequal division of 
resources (see Woodburn 1982; Geschiere 1997); conversely, they may encompass ‘accumulative 
implications’: that individuals are seeking to protect and enhance existing wealth and power 
(Fisiy & Geschiere 1991: 253). As Jean and John Comaroff write, sorcerers, witches and 
poisoners come to embody the contradictions of modernity: ‘its inescapable enticements, its self-
consuming passions, its discriminatory tactics, its devastating social costs’ (Comaroff & Comaroff 
1993: xxix).

A precarious abundance –– the existence of the many things of modernity which held the 
potential to be lost through malevolent ritual –– was indexed by many interlocutors as another 
key aspect of the growth in poisoning practices. A close neighbour who had helped several times 
to maintain and repair my jeep claimed it was this object that was the intended object of my 
episode of poisoning, after he had heard several young men praising it. Similarly, when a friend 
from a neighbouring hamlet purchased a new Royal Enfield motorcycle, several acquaintences 
made the wry observation that it might in fact restrict how he travelled: although he could now 
venture farther than on foot, he might have to be more careful about where he stayed and from 
whom he accepted hospitality. As Richard Eves has argued after his research among the Lelet of 
Papua New Guinea, the new forms of wealth embodied in new architectural styles and materials, 
technological goods, and personal vehicles are ones that tend towards outward display. The 
wealth forms of modernity are ones that can not so easily be concealed or revealed at will (Eves 
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2000: 459). Writing about the risks of poisoning in Nepal, Ben Campbell has asserted that the 
risks of poisoning suggest not just ‘an ongoing, unresolved contradictory tension between 
thresholds of association and autonomy’ as households are compelled to labour together, but also 
to the fact of the ‘passage of property through kinship’ (Campbell 1993: 117-8; see Chapter 2).

For some, the acquisition of material goods stimulated an increase in protective rituals. As 
harvest rituals had transformed from safeguarding the health of agricultural workers at risk of 
snakebite to ones oriented towards securing agricultural fertility (see Chapter 3), so some 
individuals had begun to hold rituals at various points in the year to ward off the effects of 
malevolent poisoning and the loss of wealth. KP Rai, one of the wealthiest cardamom merchants 
in Moro village, attributed much of his fortune to being able to control the field of forces –– 
ecological and ritual –– that determined individual life chances. The history of his success was 
clouded in rumour. In telling his own life history he stressed his simple origins and early 
endeavours trading in rice and other staples from the plains, yet many claimed that he had 
amassed his fortune trafficking across the Indo-Bhutan and Indo-Bangladesh borders –– in 
brandy, whisky, ganja, and bear gaul bladders and tiger paws for the medicine market in South 
and Southeast Asia. Numerous stories were told of his dealings and his many vanquished business 
rivals, including one who had suffered a stroke during a high-stakes game of cards and as a result 
had been compelled to sell off his land to KP so as to avoid falling into poverty. KP had 
improved his fortunes further during the first ecological crisis, expanding his landholdings as 
others were forced to sell up. He attributed a large part of this fortune to the rituals that he 
engaged in throughout the year, aimed at warding off any malevolent intent directed towards his 
health and assets. Before fresh cardamom planting, he took time to perform the ritual that 
involved the hollowing out of a gourd to be packed with fermented millet vodka and water and 
sprinkled onto three sacred stones (see Chapter 3). “This [ritual] keeps strangers’ attention away 
from my crops, and saves my health”, he told me. As the prospect of a blighted harvest had 
eclipsed fears of snake poisoning, so rituals oriented towards cardamom’s health incorporated the 
desire for that wealth to be protected from the malevolent actions of others, a further assertion of 
the transference of risk from the physical to the fiscal realm (see Dove 2011).

The importance of proximity and social distance in acts of malevolent poisoning has been 
asserted by Jeanne Favret-Saada, in her study of witchcraft in the French Bocage (Favret-Saada 
1980 [1977). In her account, the figure of the witch must be someone who is outside, but in 
close proximity, to the house that is to be targeted. This person is most often a neighbour, rather 
than a relative, but yet holds an intimate relationship with the victim of the attack (cf. Ferguson 
1999: 117-118). In Favret-Saada’s account, what is targeted in the attack is not the victim 
themselves, but rather the field around them: the ‘domain of someone who has enough space’ to 
contain the witch’s ‘surplus force’ (Favret-Saada 1980 [1977]: 204):

The inhabitants of the Bocage say that the witch ‘draws the force’ of his victim; at the same 
time, he ‘draws’ segments of his victim’s domain (the witch grows richer, his health prospers, 
his cows are more and more productive; while the bewitched grows poorer, wastes away, and 
so on…) In such a system, life is thought of as a full sack that may empty, or as an enclosed field 
that may open’.
(Favret-Saada (1980 [1977]: 204-107, italics original)
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This domain of possessions aligns with KP Rai’s understanding of what is to be saved through 
protective rituals: crops, cattle, personal health and agricultural fortune. Favret-Saada’s reading 
also aligns with those sentiments expressed by the farmer who cautioned that I could never be 
certain from where the source of my poisoning had originated. He saw in malevolent ritual a 
reflection of wider economic and ecological uncertainty manifesting in the jealousy of 
acquaintances. In this reading, acts of poisoning are directed towards reorienting economic and 
ecological fortunes, through contact with someone who one knows and is familiar with, but who 
is not close kin. 

Additionally, instances of poisoning symbolise the caprices through which wealth and health 
can be lost. Adding to the existing pathways of precarity in the Himalaya –– the social exclusion 
and marginalisation, agricultural failure, and burden of life events that can lead to poverty and 
landlessness –– malevolent poisoning brings the potential for dramatic change in individual and 
household fortunes. My research companions’ anxieties of where the threat of poisoning 
emanated from, and what measures could be taken to identify it, recalls older anthropological 
debates concerning the connection between material flows and social relations, and the boundary 
upon which the ‘generalised reciprocity’ inherent to kin networks transforms into the ‘negative 
reciprocity’ of haggling and guile more characteristic of wider society outside kinship networks 
(Sahlins 2013: 168-258).

Poisoning and market involvement

The relation of malevolent ritual to emerging market involvement is one that has long been 
stressed in anthropological accounts of the confrontation with modernity. Within the rich 
literature on witchcraft, sorcery and poisoning, a body of research has stressed these practices as 
dynamic yet temporally-bounded, reactive to broader social and economic forces. In the context 
of post-colonial Africa, Jean and John Comaroff (1993) have argued that the practices and 
discourses of contemporary witchcraft are crucial to the experience of modernity and to collective 
understandings of the world at large; little attention is paid to witchcraft’s pre-colonial origins, in 
what amounts to a specific argument not about witchcraft, but rather about modernity and how 
it is engaged with (Englund 1996: 273). In Richard Eves’ assessment, such a consideration fails to 
account for the previous arrangement of local economies and practices of exchange. The 
perception of witchcraft instead constitutes ‘a discourse on sociality and the regulation of its 
flow’; a recognition of the ‘double bind between the social necessity to engage in acts of exchange 
and the dangers that it can bring’ (Eves 2000: 466). The immersion in market economies brings 
heightened dangers by undermining the ability to control flows of sociality, and by summoning 
forms of wealth that negate it.

Writing on sorcery in Melanesia in the early 1980s, Shirley Lindenbaum (1981: 127) made 
more wide-reaching arguments, identifying sorcery and its surrounding discourses as a syndrome 
of the ‘complex ideologies of particular types of moral economy’ that straddle the old and the 
new. Occurring at a time when traditional kin-based claims to land and resources were 
confronted by the worlds of business and trade in which they were increasingly enmeshed, for 
Lindenbaum sorcery fused ‘political, social, economic and biological “ailments” in a single 
diagnosis’, operating as a ‘quick reading of multiple disturbance’ (1981: 125).
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Sorcerers in general emerge in the power voids of changing moral economies, in the spaces 
increasingly provided by the concurrent tug of the ethics of the kin community and the 
world of market relations. Sorcerers and their cultural precursors also occupy the zones of 
danger people enter unwillingly, pulled by necessity from their own safe contexts. Beyond 
ritual redress, the dangerous beings are quitting the forest, entering the hamlets, and taking 
to the roads. They appear in inter-ethnic encounters, in interludes with strangers, or in the 
guise of co-residents and fellow kin. (Lindenbaum 1981: 125)

Across the Himalayan region, practices associated with the harnessing of fortune are not archaic 
or timeless ones, but rather interrogate the changing ways in which prosperity and wealth are 
obtained and secured. They function as a critical reflection upon the workings of global 
commodity networks and market economies from capitalism’s periphery (cf. Nash 1979; Taussig 
1980). As differences between households become more pronounced in the wake of the intrusion 
of market economies, such ideas often gain increased significance (Empson 2011: 14). As 
cardamom wealth has brought into the region the symbols and objects that tend towards displays 
of wealth, so new focal points for attacks of poisoning have emerged. Set in relation to 
cardamom’s ongoing fluctuations in health and value, discourses surrounding acts of poisoning 
seek to explain how prosperity can so rapidly wax and wane. Discourses around poisoning speak 
of agricultural fortune and intimate hospitality in the same breath. They tie together the realm of 
the field with that of the hearth –– the whole domain that Favret-Saada identifies as the object of 
malevolent ritual practice –– to explore the exposure of households to the multiple disturbances 
of the present. Fluctuating cardamom ecology, attendant economic uncertainty, and malevolent 
ritual practices are interlinked as a web of human and non-human forces and fortunes. 

Eating within the domestic sphere of other houses is freighted then with a distinct set of 
uncertainties. Where, and among whom, is it safe to engage in relations of intimacy and 
commensality? How might one’s health and prosperity be harmed by a neighbour with 
malevolent intent? Unlike in other villages, I never heard in Moro-Manga a tale in which 
someone had been harmed after accepting food from a commercial establishment –– a hotel or 
dhaba –– as from a private home. Several hours’ drive southeast from Moro-Manga, in the village 
of Jépara on the southern border of Bhutan, allegations and rumours of poisoning by commercial 
establishments were so strong that they shaped the village economy, driving out of business those 
owners who were said to harbour malevolent spirits. Although my research companions stated 
that they had heard stories from afar of unscrupulous dhaba owners poisoning their customers for 
financial reward, and accepted that the potential existed for vendors to carry out similar practices, 
the emphasis in Moro-Manga was on the dangers that emerged from private dwellings. 
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Outside of this sphere, the risks of commensality were diminished or entirely annulled. Acts 
of communal dining that took place outside, such as picnicking, were free from such worries. 
This pastime, popular in Moro-Manga as across the Himalaya,²³ involved day-long excursions 
down to river valleys or up to high plateaus. They were often made by a group of young 
teenagers, a single extended family, or a school class, but were commonly loose and open affairs 
in which people of different ages from closely-linked families participated. Picnicking was one 
dining activity about which the possibility of poisoning was never voiced; emphasis was instead 
placed upon the gaiety and merriment of the event, in which the only potential dangers were 
those that younger, male members of the party might encounter by staying at the picnic spot 
until after dark, or by extending the day’s socialising by visiting a local bar on the way home. 
These fears were most often centred around the bazaar, the locus of fears surrounding alcohol 
consumption. Discourses concerning practices of alcohol are another form of critical moral 
evaluation that my research companions and interlocutors deployed to understand life in the 
time of commercial cultivation. Another poison, said to wither the physical body and harm life 
chances, alcohol also plays a central role in gendered and segregated forms of commensality and 
sociality.

²³ Charles Alfred Bell, reporting from Lhasa in the first decades of the twentieth century, considered picnicking to be 
the Tibetan “national pastime” (Bell 1928). Emily Yeh has noted the social expansion of the practice: no longer the 
preserve of the urban middle-classes, it is now a common leisure activity within every urban and rural class (Yeh 
2013: 174). That the practice of dining outdoors is free from fears of malevolent forces contrasts with a key 
characteristic of Himalayan landscapes: that they are spaces populated with supernatural forces and beings (Ramble 
1999) that are engaged with through shamanic ritual practice (Desjarlais 1989).
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Killing time: fast poisons and male temporalities in the marketplace

From the vantage point of his house just below St. Nicholas Church, Nehru can look down upon 
the narrow concrete alleyways of Moro village. In the early weekday evenings, and on Sundays 
after church, the bars dotted along these alleyways begin to fill up with men, young and old, 
drinking strong beers or sharing bottles of liquor.

“The money came with the cardamom, and the booze came along with that”, Nehru told me. 
“‘Seventy’ was the name of the first one, and it was the lowest quality. Its number told you its 
strength!” Since then, innumerable brands and varieties of beer and grain alcohol have come to 
fill the shelves of Moro-Manga bars: ‘Kingfisher’ and ‘Tuborg’ beers from India, and ‘Dansberg 
Blue’ from Sikkim; ‘Royal Challenge’ and ‘Vat 69’ whiskies; ‘Old Monk’ rum; ‘White Mischief ’ 
and ‘Magic Moments’ vodka; Sikkimese ‘Musk Brandy’. The cheapest products come from 
Bhutan: ‘Druk 11,000’ beer and ‘Bhutan’ army whisky. To Nehru it is all the same poison. “That 
old stuff took the health from us then, just as these liquors do now”, he explained.

I largely refrained from drinking during the first months of my stay in Moro-Manga. Upon 
my arrival in the village, I was due to rent a room in a house just above the bazaar but several 
acquaintances warned me off. “He is a violent drunk, the father there”, I was told. “You will 
always have to drink with him, and he will be borrowing money from you every week.” Instead I 
lodged with a Protestant (UCNI) pastor, who forbade alcohol consumption in his house. For 
several months I drank only on rare occasions in Catholic households. I have vivid memories of 
these events, where entire families drank and ate together, taking turns to briefly duck out from 
the merriment to tend to children and stir cooking pots.

Months later, I began to be brought into smaller, exclusively male, public drinking circles. 
Some of the younger men in these groups had seen me around their hamlets, conducting surveys 
or speaking with older relatives. These afternoons and evenings were more clandestine affairs, 
fraught with potential social consequences and layered with unspoken rules –– the prohibitions 
of age, religion, gender and status that determined who could drink with whom, and in which 
situations and in what manner. These gatherings afforded access to men apart from their kin, in a 
place where aspirations, hopes, and frustrations were easily articulated. Alcohol transmitted 
gossip and helped recall old stories; it brokered intimacy, but just as often it seemed to close off 
conversations and connections. For each welcome invitation to a gathering there was an ambush 
on the road, and I became adept at ducking into an alleyway or a shop doorway to avoid the 
attentions of a known drinker.

In the final few months of fieldwork, both wishing to be home and fearing to leave, I began 
to drink more regularly. I now often finished work in the mid-afternoon and, foregoing the usual 
remonstrations, happily sat down to share a bottle of beer with people whom I was well 
acquainted. Amidst the difficulties of fieldwork and the anxieties that coloured conversations 
with individuals facing uncertain futures, it seemed that part of my education was to come to 
learn that revelry was still possible. To share alcohol was a means by which my friends and 
interlocutors could share hopes, fears and expectations that were silenced at other times, and only 
by joining in wholeheartedly with this act of ‘participant intoxication’ (Fiskesjö 2010) were these 
dynamics of drunken sociality revealed.
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This mode of sociality, however, emerged only towards the end of field research. Speaking to 
Nehru on that night at the beginning of fieldwork, overlooking the bazaar from his verandah, I 
had only just begun to drink with friends. An acquaintance who worked as a sawyer in the 
hamlet next to mine had taken to inviting me to a small bar after church on Sunday afternoons. 
We would drink a few bottles of beer in the company of others and then duck out onto the last 
service jeep home, he having bought another two or three bottles to drink at home with his wife. 
My main problem was that I didn’t like the taste of the drink. They were large, ¾ litre bottles of 
stong Bhutanese beer –– 8% by volume and syrupy from the glycerin used as a preservative. They 
were drinkable when cold, but not all bars had refrigerators and those that did often had 
insufficient time to fully chill their drinks before serving them. I explained to Nehru that I 
preferred his homemade jhar (millet beer) to the drinks sold in the local bars. “That’s good”, he 
exclaimed, “it’s better for you not to like that stuff! My father liked you people! He used to say 
that the bilaiti (British) were the best people, just like the bharlang (the most commonly 
cultivated variety of cardamom) is the best crop! Maybe if you stay here, bilaiti friend, and get 
the taste, you’ll be ruined just like the bharlang is ruined...” His eyes visibly brightened and he 
could no longer stifle his laughter. “Maybe you will be out there with the old drunks... falling 
down in the marketplace!”

As the customers in the marketplace eat, haggle, socialise, and inspect the quality of the 
produce on offer, a short distance away the village bars begin to fill up. Groups of Catholic men 
form drinking parties at the conclusion of Sunday Mass, often joined by Buddhists and 
dissenting Protestants. One Sunday afternoon, as I was passing through the crowd at the motor 
stand having just had my hair cut, a hand reached out to grab my arm. Anthony, a young man 
whom I recognised from a meeting in his hamlet the previous month, wanted to know if I was 
leaving already. If not, would I like to join him for a drink? He was sitting with some friends in 
Pema’s Tibetan bar, one of eight businesses in the bazaar to serve alcohol. This establishment rests 
at the corner of the marketplace, closer to the day’s activity than most, which occupy ground 
floor units in the warren of alleyways that make up the centre of Moro village. Some, like Leila’s 
and Kanchamané’s, serve momos, heaped plates of chowmein and bowls of thukpa, and are piled 
with other provisions for sale: onions, chilis, garlic, cigarettes and bidis, miniature Cadbury 
chocolates, instant noodles, mobile phone recharge vouchers, electrical tape. 

In the middle of Moro bazaar, along the central alleyway that cuts north-to-south, sit two 
bars directly facing one another that together are typical of most of the drinking holes in town. 
Each bar is run by several generations of one family, who work together on busy days to seat 
patrons, fetch and carry drinks, stock the refrigerator, and cook and serve snacks and hot meals. 
Much of the ‘social heat’ (Chau 2008) comes from the lively chatter of family members as they 
chop onions, open bottles, and occasionally remonstrate with cheeky or impudent drinkers. 
Coloured plastic chairs cluster around wooden tables made dark by cigarette and wood smoke. 
Glass-fronted counters display boxes of the finest premium whisky and vodka, American ‘Johnnie 
Walker Red’ and Russian ‘Smirnoff’, which are only rarely purchased.

In one of these two bars a decision has been made to divide its main room by suspending 
wire tracks along which curtains can be pulled, concealing any one table from the rest of the bar 
and affording privacy to the drinkers who sit around it. This is a common practice across the 
Himalaya and over half of the bars in Moro bazaar are divided in such a manner. It adds a frisson 
of suspense to entering an establishment – is that Jacob’s voice that I hear over there? Who is that 
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large party in the far corner whose voices I cannot place? Sometimes this allows one time to make 
a discrete and dignified exit, when hearing the voice of a family member, or perhaps former 
teacher, who one is expected not to drink in sight of. On other occasions a voice can be a source 
of unexpected delight: he is here, who owes me enough money for several drinks…

The other bar remains entirely open, without partitions, but keeps separate rooms for groups 
wishing to drink apart from the main crowd. One is filled with sofas full of plush cushions and 
children’s stuffed toys, surrounding an ornate glass coffee table. As the night progresses, drinkers 
cross the alleyway to join other groups of friends, or decamp to another establishment outside of 
the bazaar. Groups mingle and come together, and as drinkers depart their seats are quickly filled 
by others.

Rohit’s and Pema’s bars serve only alcohol and are more spartan affairs. They feel socially 
colder, and are more explicitly masculine spaces, absent the hubbub of family members preparing 
food or coming in and out of adjacent living quarters. Rohit and his wife Ella are a young couple, 
and their bar draws a younger crowd. An old, heavy CRT television that rests on top of their 
refrigerator is usually on, tuned to music television, European football or American wrestling. 
Long, heavy wooden tables are flanked by benches. The room is almost always partitioned by 
heavy, chequered curtains and overcast with thick cigarette smoke.

Pema’s Tibetan bar is the most well-to-do of all establishments, and opens only on weekends. 
Its proximity to the main market stalls means that it receives heavy footfall from shoppers and 
traders, and it does good business in spite of keeping higher prices than other bars. Spinning 
disco lights outside and in its main room give it a colourful atmosphere. It has no booths, only 
small square tables, each with four chairs. When it is crowded, the main room is alive in 
conversation that crosses between groups. It has one smaller, discrete saloon room, painted in 
yellow and red, on the main wall of which hangs a glossy panoramic map of Lhasa highlighting 
the Potala Palace and surrounding neighbourhoods.

On the Sunday that Anthony invited me to drink with him, Pema’s bar was so busy that 
customers were standing on the steps outside. Even Pema’s younger relatives, two nieces aged 
around twelve and nine, were helping to fetch and carry bottles. Crossing the marketplace, I was 
stopped by PT Sherpa, who cautioned me, “Don’t drink with them!” [“Uniharusanga raksi na 
khannus!”], while wagging a finger in Anthony’s direction. An elder Protestant schoolmaster, PT 
had often warned me of the perils of drinking, but always in more roundabout terms. “It is better 
to stay away from alcohol here”, he had told me during several meetings in the bazaar, gesturing 
towards the groups of drinkers clustered outside the bars at the edge of the motor stand.

Arriving at Pema’s I understood why PT was so eager to dissuade me from entering. Inside, a 
group of around a dozen clearly inebriated men were engaged in spirited conversation. Anthony 
and I took a seat at a corner table, and were quickly joined by my friend Thomas and several 
close acquaintances. Soon our group expanded, with the arrival of several men in their early 
twenties. As they introduced themselves, I recognised one man, William, as someone I had often 
been cautioned to avoid. Friends had warned that he lived in the next hamlet to mine and was a 
known thief and gunda (gangster). A short while later, Thomas and I were leaving just as William 
returned from the bar with a bottle of rum. As we packed our belongings, he poured out glasses 
for our companions, before returning to his circle of friends on the other side of the room. After 
we had stepped outside and entered the marketplace, Thomas explained to me “You see the eyes? 
They are taking pills with it.” At their table, he said, William and his friends had been crushing 
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Bupronorphine opiates into their liquor. “They don’t give a damn care”, Thomas said. “They just 
want the high.” We sat several metres away in a stall on the outer ring of the market, sharing 
plates of samosas and observing the last of the day’s trade. As dusk fell, rainclouds broke. The 
electricity cut out, and inside the bar Pema distributed candles. Heavy rain hammered down on 
the corrugated aluminium roofs, drowning out our conversation. After a few minutes there 
seemed to be a commotion by the front door of the bar, and Thomas and I ran through the rain 
to investigate. A crowd of drinkers was pointing flashlights and mobile phones at a prone figure. 
Upon leaving the bar, Anthony had lost his footing and slipped down the flight of concrete steps 
at its entrance. He lay unconscious with a deep gash above his right eye. After we had roused him 
and bandaged his head, as we carried him down to the village dispensary to be sewn up by the 
practice nurse, cursing the rain, I thought of the critiques made by my older interlocutors of the 
changes that had arisen in local drinking practices and the perils of contemporary alcohol 
consumption.

When PT Sherpa speaks of the harms of alcohol consumption, or when drinkers speak of 
those who “just want the high”, they are explicitly noting those drinking practices that have 
arisen since the transition to commercial agricultural production. Older interlocutors often 
contrasted their understandings of the harms and social divisions engendered by alcohol in the 
present with the drinking practices that existed before the time of cardamom and commercially 
manufactured alcohol. Tashi Gyatso offered a vivid description of drinking practices in the time 
when the alcohols consumed in Moro-Manga were the traditional rice and millet alcohols brewed 
throughout the Himalaya. It was a fortnight before Christmas and I had climbed up to his house 
near Pala to drink tea with him. Friends and interlocutors had recommended him as a reliable 
authority on the region’s history. As it turned out, he was also an able storyteller, and as we sipped 
milky masala chai in his new brick-and-tin living room, he conjured up the past. He illustrated 
his grandfather’s short stature by summoning a grandchild from the kitchen. The upholstered 
armchair in which I sat was, he told me, smaller than the sacks of cardamom fruits harvested 
when he was a boy, which even the strongest man struggled to lift. The lintel of the door, just a 
few feet away: that was how close to your bed tigers and wolves would roam when this part of 
Moro-Manga was covered in forest. Now he pointed at the round, glass coffee table in front of 
him. “Back then the tongba pots were this big!” he exclaimed. “Can you imagine how drunk we 
all were back then?! We all drank together, and there was always plenty to go around.”

Tart and milky white, tongba is a drink made from fermenting a paste of millet with khesung, 
a mould, which is then left for several days to allow the seeds to respire. This mash is packed into 
an earthenware vessel and left to ferment for one or two weeks, depending on the ambient 
temperature. Traditionally drunk through a bamboo or metal straw, from a bamboo pot, the 
drink is periodically topped up with splashes of water from the kettle, until the alcohol within 
the grain is exhausted. Around vast pots of this, Tashi told me, families and acquaintances drank 
together. The drink was always homemade, and some household members had a particular gift 
for making tongba of exceptional quality. His own father was one such person, an exception to 
the norm in which women play customary roles in preparing and selling tongba and chang, a 
millet beer of comparable strength. When a good batch had been made it was customary to share 
it with relatives and neighbours, or to reserve a stock of the drink for an upcoming social event. 
These practices have continued: although the consumption of tongba in a household setting still 
takes place, it is more often produced to be sold at large gatherings and events, such as the annual 
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football tournament. It serves as an intimate gift as well, and it is common for a batch to be made 
up for a friend. As an outsider, I was often asked if I had tried tongba, and on several occasions 
batches were made on my behalf. Tongba inhabits a different sphere of exchange from 
commercially-manufactured alcohols, and is associated with a distinct set of values. Its 
production and consumption was often part of a chain of events that brought me closer into 
households or wider social networks.

The contrast between these two forms of drinking even opens up questions of the changes in 
the sociality and political economy of alcohol consumption in the time of cardamom money. 
Such transformations have been noted across India, as the consumption of homemade alcohols in 
private settings has been gradually supplanted by the habit for groups of men, often of the same 
generation, to drink in public (yet secluded) venues, behind drawn curtains in dimly-lit bars (see 
Shah 2013). Yet beneath this broader trend, the practices of alcohol consumption in the 
Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills have deeper histories –– grounded in the nature and shape of the 
region’s colonial governance and practices of labour control –– that influence the logics through 
which certain kinds of alcohol are produced and consumed, and by whom.

Imperial rubrics of consumption 

Contemporary practices of alcohol consumption cannot be divorced from the constructions of 
the social order in which they arose. As Piya Chatterjee (2003) records, colonial definitions of 
primitiveness (jungli) and refinement (bhadralok), and of gender and masculinity, combine to 
shape the ongoing semantic and bodily practices of alcohol consumption in northern West 
Bengal. Chatterjee’s analysis of alcohol consumption as it relates to the region’s plantation labour 
foregrounds this linkage, recognising how local histories are embedded in the longer imperial 
narrative of domination and control, perpetuated by practices of internal colonialism in the 
present. Colonial regulations concerning the sale and consumption of alcohol in Bengal created a 
demarcation between taxed and regulated alcohols supplied through licenced outlets, and those 
drinks which fell outside the colonial regulatory purview: local homebrewed liquors such as 
tongba and raksi and the products of Bhutanese distilleries that made their way across the border 
(Chatterjee 2003: 185-186). 

While early colonial debates on alcohol were more concerned with revenue control than 
moral assessments of drinking and inebriation, alcohol came to play the role of a ‘moral compass 
within which a language of essentialism’ defined the condition of colonial subjects (Chatterjee 
2003: 203). Like other substances of intoxication on the subcontinent (see Davenport-Hines 
2001: 20-29), the consumption of alcohol was mapped onto the broader logics of colonial 
administration –– the classifications and categorisations of peoples by reference to a liberal 
Enlightenment narrative of advancement and primitiveness (see Mehta 1999) –– as a means by 
which to define subject personhood through intoxication. As alcohol became embedded in 
broader questions of political economy, so it began to shape the dynamic of caste, class, identity 
and resistance. Efforts at transforming drinking practices within and across caste boundaries were 
variously framed as processes of ‘Sanskritisation’ or as acts of social resistance to high-caste 
domination (Hardiman 1987; Shah 2013). Movements of anti-colonial resistance, such as Birsa 
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Munda, sought to locate the trade in alcohol within the broader structures of colonial rule (Singh 
1966), and saw abstention as a key tenet of the anti-colonial struggle. Throughout, the prevailing 
tendency for higher castes to perpetuate stereotypes of lower caste and adivasi men as drunks has 
continued, in spite of any evidence for such behaviour (Shah 2013: 1108-9). The current 
prevalence of anti-drinking campaigns and state-level prohibition in India, where three states 
currently have blanket alcohol bans and most keep regular dry-days, is indicative of popular 
public understandings of alcohol (see also Doron 2010). In short, its consumption is never 
without moral judgement.

The effect of these rubrics is made plain in their perpetuation and occasional negation. As 
Chatterjee’s research companions explicated, the substances of intoxication still serve as bases for 
the classification of persons. As in Moro-Manga, her interlocutors recognised the nutritional and 
medicinal value of handia –– a rice beer comparable to chang –– as set against the homemade 
vodkas and strong liquors from Bhutan that ‘devastates not only the health of men workers’ but 
‘exacerbates the tensions between women and men’ (Chatterjee 2003: 200). Codes and patterns 
of personhood are in such a manner shaped by those substances imbibed.

The evaluation of place, too, is in part a legacy of the mapping by colonial authorities of the 
spatiality of licit and illicit. The bars and liquor stills of the marketplace were implicated in the 
existing litany of charges made against the haat bazaars as spaces of suspect, and potentially 
politically dangerous, misbehaviour. Not all bars selling commercial alcohols are viewed as the 
same, and each has a different atmosphere and reputation, often connected to the goods 
provided, the personality of the owner and patrons, but particularly its location. For an 
establishment to be located outside of the main marketplace was to render it more free from the 
charge of insalubrious behaviour. As well as being a site of moral evaluations, the marketplace 
then is itself subject to continual judgement as a place freighted with moral and ontological risk.

Dana’s bar, where my poisoning was first diagnosed, lies below the roadline just between two 
hamlets, for which it is a social hub. A cramped and low-ceilinged wooden building with private 
booths, is it considered by both Protestants and Catholics to be free of many of the social 
problems that are common to the bars of Moro bazaar. Even to my older Protestant friends who 
would have preferred that I did not drink at all, my visiting Dana’s was seen as less problematic 
than drinking in any other bar. Many interlocutors simply saw the place as being free from the 
wrong type of crowd; for some this was due to their personal familiarity with many of its patrons. 
“It is not so harmful there” [“Tyahā yati kharab chaina”], my landlord Bir Bahadur told me. He 
was acquainted with many of the regular drinkers in Dana’s, older farmers from the region whom 
he knew to be hard-working. None of these men were ever seen to be drunk in the daytime, a 
practice against which –– Sunday afternoons excepted –– there is a stronger taboo. Although not 
ideal in Bir Bahadur’s opinion, for me to socialise in Dana’s was plainly good for my research, and 
less harmful than if I were to drink in the company of younger men in the bazaar.

Variations in atmosphere, setting, clientele, event and drinking time blur the anthropological 
dichotomy between traditional, egalitarian consumption of home-brewed drinks within the 
home, and more harmful drinking practices undertaken in public behind curtains in gloomy 
bars. Local discourses around alcohol consumption more often drew other fundamental 
distinctions, primarily between the drinking culture that has arisen with cardamom money and 
those that predated this transition. To many individuals, old and young, commercially-
manufactured alcohols are a “cardamom vice” to be feared and avoided. That alcohol is screened 
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away from the public by partitions is indicative of its capability to lower one’s moral standing and 
its capacity to serve as a marker of class distinction. How and when does drinking transition over 
from something harmless, to something frowned upon, or to something potentially harmful? 
How can certain individuals engage without consequence in drinking practices that come to taint 
others? How can we balance an understanding of alcohol’s place in engendering sociality and 
bringing worlds into being with the harm that informants assert is a natural consequence of its 
consumption?

Early anthropological accounts of drinking cultures were quick to overlook the harms that 
drink can bring. Considerations of alcohol were more often a side-effect of fieldwork rather than 
an object of inquiry in themselves (Heath 1976; Singer 1986), and set against the disciplines of 
medicine, public health and epidemiology that saw alcohol largely as an individual pathology or 
broader social problem, anthropologists took pains to highlight the socially integrative aspects of 
drinking, reframing alcohol use as a primarily social act ‘performed in a recognised social 
context’ (Douglas 1987: 4). Alcohol was seen as a vehicle for structuring life –– for identifying, 
discussing, and ordering values, relationships and ideals. Anthropological attention focused upon 
the materiality of alcohol and the logics of its consumption: the ‘complex of attitudes, values, and 
actions that are associated with it’ (Heath 1987: 18). One’s choice of drink could be seen to serve 
as a diacritical function that drew attention to difference, within or between classes or social 
groups (Mandelbaum 1965: 282). Drinks could emphasise individual social status, much as wine 
connoisseurship serves to identify the drinker in their act of identifying the wine (Douglas 1987: 
9). Particular drinks defined the type of occasion and the expected behaviour of participants. In 
Austria, to choose to serve sekt or schnapps at a gathering is to impose a certain level of formality 
or intimacy upon the occasion, which structures the expected mode of sociality (Thornton 1987). 

Somewhat akin to a ‘definitional ceremony’ (Myerhoff 1978), drinking sessions have been 
seen as allowing individuals to act out what they wish to be, or remember what they could have 
been. As alcohol helps to bring such ideal worlds into being, so it also allows entry to ones 
hitherto inaccessible. Signe Howell (1989) has written of the mental transformations of 
individuals who have ingested palm wine, and the resultant alteration in state of mind that allows 
for communication with spirits and ancestors. For ritual specialists engaging in such 
communicative acts with the supernatural (as opposed to moral persons whose duties involve 
maintaining an internal order), consumption is often far less problematised: ‘warriors and 
shamans are more likely to use alcohol with cultural approval than are judges and 
priests’ (Mandelbaum 1965: 283). For both ritual specialists and lay folk, Elvin Jellinek (1977: 
852) has posited that ‘drunkenness can be a shortcut to a higher form of life’. This universal 
capacity to empower is seen as the key reason for alcohol’s displacement of water and milk as the 
ritual subsistence par excellence (see also High 2017). 

Much analysis of older anthropological research into practices of alcohol consumption aligns 
with Robin Room’s assessment that ethnographic accounts of drinking are filtered by the 
observer’s own prejudices and that a ‘wet generation’ of post-war anthropologists brought with 
them middle-class, post-prohibition notions that alcohol consumption was an unproblematic 
practice (Room 1984). Room saw these prejudices as reinforcing in-field attempts to publicly 
effect distance from teetotal missionaries and colonial officials keen to overplay local alcoholism. 
In doing so, anthropologists rendered themselves complicit with ‘society’s internal hegemonic 
structure in the setting of norms’ (Room 1984: 173), failing to account for dissent or counter-
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hegemonic viewpoints. For male anthropologists, a willingness to engage in the pleasures of the 
drinking group led to a neglect of ‘the private agonies the men’s drinking may involve for women 
and children’ (Room 1984: 172). This is perhaps the antipode of Joseph Gusfield’s (1996: 34) 
assertion that most medical studies of alcohol are written with a ‘malevolence assumption’ in 
mind –– rather a ‘benevolence assumption’ among anthropologists tends towards an 
underreporting of its more corrosive effects.

More recent ethnographic work has been more inclined to highlight the social harms arising 
from drink. David McKnight’s From Hunting to Drinking (2002) details the effects of alcohol 
among Aborigines of Mornington Island, a ‘social tragedy’ that defies local and governmental 
harm reduction initiatives. For McKnight these harms come not from drink itself, but as a 
consequence of social control and the ritualisation of consumption being broken down by the 
continuing disempowerment and marginalisation of indigenous communities. Tim Mitchell’s 
Intoxicated Identities (2004) similarly foregrounds the miseries of excessive drinking, detailing the 
socially disruptive effects of binges and attempting to account for their meaning functions while 
embedding them in a longer religious and social history. 

Attuned to the social and physical harms that alcohol can bring, the ethnographic lens is a 
valuable optic through which the role of alcohol can be examined in everyday life, as it 
interrelates with class and gender, ritual and religious activities, and practices of labour. As Assa 
Doron has shown in his research among boatmen in Banares, circumstances of labour and 
occupation can serve to transform pleasurable consumption into one marked by excess (Doron 
2010). As alcohol is entwined into the cycle of cardamom production by the ritual inebriation 
that begins the harvest season (see Chapter 3), so failure in cardamom sometimes led to increased 
drinking among smallholders unsettled by agricultural uncertainty. 

The postcolonial legacy of agrarian development means that cultivation practices are ones 
marked by deep gender distinctions. In the region’s neighbouring tea gardens, where women are 
the primary wage-earners, men’s lives are characterised by a paucity of labouring opportunities 
and a marginalisation of traditional working class masculinity: a ‘displacement of power’ that is 
often filled by alcohol that makes ‘the drunk body a site of dumb loss’ (Chatterjee 2001: 284). 
Holding responsibility for the management of their fields, Moro-Manga’s male household 
members’ identities and masculinities are tied in to agrarian success and fortune. The evaluations 
made within and between households concerning fellow cultivators’ abilities with cardamom 
were ones made of their personhood (see Chapter 4). Agricultural failure could often be 
internalised by interlocutors as a failure of their power or agency, and in certain cases this self-
evaluation led to changes in male drinking patterns.

One family of smallholders living near the river at Manga suffered from a pattern of alcohol 
abuse among their male members that spanned two generations. The middle son, still in his 
teenage years, was already a rowdy alcoholic; his father, who people said was deeply indolent, 
would embark upon week-long drinking binges in the marketplace and at home. Whereas for 
some individuals, alcohol could be a means to access relaxation and sensory pleasure, here the 
social and regenerative properties of drink had been stripped away. When I asked about this 
family, all of my interlocutors mentioned the bad run of agrarian fortune that had befallen them. 
In contrast to his present reputation, the father was said to have been a strong worker before the 
first crisis, during which he was forced to sell the family’s last remaining plot of rice paddy near to 
the Medicine River. Absent this more stable form of cultivation, he was dependent upon 



● 153

cardamom’s precarious harvests. He perceived a series of failed harvests to be a failure of his 
labouring powers, an evaluation that was said to have driven him to drink and despair. This 
reversal of fortunes and his dramatic change in behaviour was so stark that his wife was 
convinced that the alcoholism her family suffered from was a curse, and that the poisoning of its 
male members was merely an epiphenomenon of a deeper act of poisoning carried out by a 
sorcerous neighbour, who sought the family’s ruin so as to take over their remaining lands.

Black poisons

तब हुन्छन ्मेरा गाला राता साथी !
सले्कको गोलझैं राता !
जब नि मुखा दु नि याँ कालो जहर पि उँदछ,

पि उँछ कानले,
र अमृत भ नि ठानेर,
र मेरा आँखाअगा डि , साथी !
तब हुन्छन ्ठाडा मेरा रौं

My cheeks flush red as glowing coals!
When the meek people imbibe black poison
through both their ears, saying it is nectar-
friend! My every hair stands on end

Paagal, Laxmi Prasad Devkota (trans. Manjushree Thapa)

Gathered around a table filled with open bottles of beer, concealed from the outside by a cloth 
partition, my research companions would open up about their dreams, fears and expectations, 
telling of the plans that would be fulfilled when cardamom’s properity returned. Drunken gossip, 
rumour, recollection and critique came to shed light on the conditions of life in the Indian 
Himalaya, as my drinking companions told jokes laden with sociological insights, regaled each 
other with tales of successful farmers, hard workers and brave hunters, and recalled the wealth 
and prosperity that had characterised the peak of the cardamom boom. Yet, as Mary Douglas 
reminds us, the worlds that alcohol can work to construct are ‘not false worlds, but fragile ones, 
momentarily upheld and easily overturned’ (1987: 12): such worlds often transformed into 
channels for individual and collective fears and frustrations, and for mockery of the failed 
promises of state-led development.

For some individuals the pleasures of alcohol had long since become a harmful compulsion. 
During the final year of my research, Harold, the relative from whom Dana had received her 
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parcel of land, had fallen into serious alcoholism and indebtedness. He became a regular 
customer at her bar from the early afternoon hours, requesting that her other patrons supply him 
with drink. On one occasion during my final months, he summoned me inside as I passed by the 
path above her bar and pleaded with me to buy him a bottle of Bhutan whisky, although he was 
already so drunk that he seemed close to passing out. “Buy him a half bottle”, Dana suggested, 
“By this way you might be able to slow him down!” Although bothersome to her other 
customers, she was concerned about him taking whisky away to drink at home. His wife, 
Miriam, had also begun to drink excessively, and their neighbours had become concerned about 
their late-night arguments.

A recently-married young farmer, Harold had been a close companion during my early 
months of field research, but by its end was someone whom I rarely saw. As the months had 
progressed, he had become more absent from public life and had taken to drinking inside his 
house, alone or with Miriam. During one harvest, he was often so drunk that he could not 
supervise the men and boys who laboured to bring in his crop, much of which was left to rot as 
they neglected their work when he fell asleep in the early afternoons. By the end of the harvest 
season he was forced to take a large loan from a local middleman. Miriam attempted to mitigate 
the losses from his addiction by selling alcohol from the back room of their home, and made an 
arrangement with one of the smugglers who brought cases of whisky and beer from Bhutan. She 
hoped that by buying at the wholesale price she could mitigate the costs that accrued from 
Harold’s consumption, and perhaps also turn a small profit selling to his drinking buddies. Sadly, 
this scheme only made matters worse. With a ready supply of alcohol in the house, Harold began 
drinking from the mornings, and in the late evenings his companions took advantage of Miriam’s 
hospitality by running up bills that were never paid. By the end of my field research their 
household was facing poverty, and Harold had been reduced to asking bar owners and friends to 
extend him credit. His former reputation as a convivial and entertaining companion had been 
lost, and his behaviour was often seen as parasitic. On one occasion, he pled poverty and took 
advantage of others’ generosity in buying him rounds of drink, only for a bottle of brandy to fall 
from his jacket pocket as he made for the bathroom. Increasingly seen as a troublesome drinker 
and unreliable debtor, fewer people were willing to oblige him their company or their money. He 
withdrew to drinking whisky alone in his house, absent the sociality of public drinking that he 
had previously enjoyed.

As Piya Chatterjee recognises in her account of alcohol consumption in the tea gardens of the 
Indian Himalaya, labour and drunkenness are intimately linked through ‘codes of personhood,  
honour and reciprocity, [that] chart a subterranean consciousness about [...] dominant discourses 
of bodily violence’ (Chatterjee 2003: 203). The liberation embodied in acts of inebriation is 
intimately connected to other forms of domination and subjectivity; yet they serve to create them 
too. Like allegations of malevolent poisoning and the suspicions levelled against deceitful 
vegetable growers, the consumption of alcohol serves to shape concepts of personhood. As 
elsewhere, the correlation between malicious gossip and the substances of poison are clear (High 
2017: 82). The reputational damage that can come from being thought a poisoner; the shame 
and immiseration that can befall an alcoholic; the notions of corruption and contamination 
present in poisoned foodstuffs: these evaluations of the stuff and substances of daily life in the 
Himalaya serve at once as a critique of contemporary life and a rubric through which individual 
lives are understood.
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At the end of September, during the closing days of the final summer of my field research, I 
passed by Harold and Miriam’s house on my way to visit one of their relatives. Miriam called out 
to me from the verandah. I had last seen her a month before in Kalimpong town, where she had 
asked me to bring her son back with me to Moro-Manga, but I had been wary of visiting their 
house during the period when she was selling alcohol. I had made the decision not to drink there 
partly in the knowledge of how essential Dana and other shopkeepers were in keeping Harold’s 
drinking under control, but also through a reluctance to befriend the groups of men –– most of 
whom were unfamiliar to me –– who had begun to spend their evenings drinking in the front 
room. As I passed by this afternoon, the house was quieter than usual, but there was a heated 
conversation taking place in the kitchen.

In the front room, Harold and his nephew had been making their way through a bottle of 
whisky. Jimmy had recently returned from Bangalore, where he had been working for a year in a 
mobile telecoms call centre. As I sat down, Harold poured out a cup of whisky for me. From 
inside the dark kitchen, Miriam was shouting words I could not quite make out. “She is worried 
about the baby”, Harold told me. Rachel, their six-month old daughter, had been suffering from 
diarrhoea and fever, and no-one was quite sure what should be done. I telephoned a friend in 
Darjeeling, a pathologist at the Planters Hospital, who advised that if the child had been sick for 
more than three or four days she should be taken to be examined by a physician. The problem 
was that no-one in the house could recall exactly when Rachel had fallen ill. Miriam was 
convinced that she had been sick for more than one week, but Harold shouted her down: it had 
only been 48 hours, why should they make the three hour journey to the clinic at Chalsa just to 
pay money to the doctor there, who did not seem to even know his medicine? I offered to drive 
them in my jeep –– I needed to make a short trip to the plains to purchase diesel and tobacco –– 
but I could not make myself heard. They were both slightly drunk, and their voices gradually 
raised until they were both shouting, when Miriam suddenly became silent. Looking in to the 
kitchen, I watched as she leant for a moment against the frame of the outside door, speaking 
softly, either to her child or to herself, before returning to the bedroom at the other end of the 
house. I told Harold, “If your baby is still unwell tomorrow morning, I will drive to Chalsa.” 
“Sure”, he said, “but now let’s have a drink.” In a sudden, the mood changed. Jimmy was 
cracking jokes and asking questions about my time in his natal village. Harold had opened two 
bottles of beer, and had begun pouring them out into three small china mugs. We were talking in 
English now, a language that Miriam did not speak, and throughout our conversation I imagined 
her lying quietly next to her sickly daughter, hearing her house filled with a gaiety she could not 
understand.

During my time in Moro-Manga, I was told many stories about Harold and his drinking, 
some funny, others painfully sad. Alcohol had coloured much of his adult life. “He is very 
sensitive to life”, I was told. He had problems in his relationship, but Miriam also drank, and no 
household could be calm that contained two heavy drinkers. Besides, many people said, one only 
had to read his poetry, or hear his oratory at local political meetings to know that he was an 
intelligent and thoughtful man.

The analogy drawn between gossip, alcohol, and toxins has a long precedent in the literature 
of the Himalaya, much of which is concerned with moral evaluations of rural social life and the 
correct way in which one should live. In Paagal, a long, free verse poem from 1939, Laxmi Prasad 
Devkota rails against the ‘black poison’ that villagers imbibe ‘through their ears’. Through a 
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journey through the history of the Himalaya, he rails against the constraints he sees as trapping 
people and preventing them from living freer and better lives. Written from the perspective of an 
outsider rendered mad by the possession of intoxicated vision (‘Yes, friend/I’m free in my 
inebriation’), he speaks of both the broader capacity for poetry in the pahār (‘you say the hills are 
deaf and dumb / I say that they are eloquent²4’) and the possibilities that are undercut by the 
imbibing of ‘black poison’. Such critical artistic evaluations of transformations made to rural 
social life are a means of striking back, as Roy Dilley notes, against the imbalances of market 
relations and the substances that accompany them (Dilley 1992). My interlocutors often made 
similar critical rhetorical comments upon the social and economic transformations that had 
taken place over the past decades, and the situation that they now found themselves in, where 
aspiration and desire were attenuated by the toxic substances of modernity. During the summer 
of 2016, in the depths repeated drinking binges, Harold wrote and shared a long poem on social 
media that summarised a sense of frustrated aspiration²5. In it, he asked: “How to spend this life / 
Carrying a heart full of distress?”

Beyond the rubrics of alcohol consumpion and the capacity that the substance holds to 
foment sociality and stir imaginations, lies the fact that for some individuals its consumption was 
a means by which they sought to escape conditions that were unpleasant or unbearable. Harold 
knew that the consequences of such consumption was often to exacerbate existing problems, to 
add force to the maelstrom of an already uncertain life; yet alcohol held the capacity to help him 
escape, albeit temporarily, the precarity and uncertainty of changing agrarian conditions.

The ruination that interlocutors experienced in the materiality of Moro-Manga’s 
infrastructure and built forms (see Chapter 2) finds parallels in the assessments that many 
interlocutors made of alcohol consumption and its relation to cardamom’s decline. In the times 
of the boom, many people told me, alcohol was consumed in a different way to now. Although 
people drank heavily, particularly around the time of the harvest, heavy inebriation was not as 
problematic for many people as at present. Lives were not so commonly ruined by heavy alcohol 
consumption. Ruination, as Ann Laura Stoler notes, is as often a psychological, as much as a 
physical phenomenon (Stoler 2008; 2013). To examine and analyse ruins is ‘to broach the 
protracted quality of decimation in people’s lives, to track the production of new exposures and 
enduring damage’ (Stoler 2008: 196). 

Neither social and medical science assumptions of benevolence or harm, nor the moralising 
discourses of the state grasp the complex ways in which alcohol is consumed and perceived by 
Moro-Manga smallholders, and how entwined it is with gender, masculinity, sociality and 
agrarian fortune. Alcohol is a way that many interlocutors cope, through revelry and oblivion, 

²4 Devkota (1956: 67) (trans. M. Hutt 2007: 155) As Michael Hutt (2012) recognises, Western social science on 
Nepal largely overlooks local intellectual production, and consideration of Nepali literary forms are almost entirely 
absent from most accounts. This is particularly regrettable given the central place that literary and creative 
endeavours occupy in both urban and rural communities. Hutt argues for a broader research environment ‘in which 
Nepali literature is considered and discussed outside a purely literary frame of reference, so that Nepali writers’ 
representations, analyses, criticisms and articulations of Nepali realities inform not only foreigners’ perceptions of 
Nepal but also Nepal’s perceptions of itself.’ (2012: 161)
²5 Jindagī yō bitnē kasarī 
mutu bhari byāthā bōkēra?
जि न्दगी यो बि त्ने कसरी
मुट ुभ रि  ब्याथा बोकेर?
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with the material and aspirational problems of their lives. Like the corrosive substances contained 
within impure and contaminated foodstuffs, and the toxicity of poisoning allegations, 
commercial alcohols contain the capacity to bring ruin to lives and bodies and heighten tensions 
between family members. Yet, its toxicity stands in intimate relation to the fertility of heightened 
sociality that drunkenness can bring. Along with new foodstuffs and poisonous sorcery, the 
exposures inherent to manufactured alcohols have become central aspects to local sociality and 
commensality that individuals are compelled to negotiate.

✽

In this chapter I have focused upon new foods, alcohols and malevolent practices, and the 
poisoning that they each hold the potential to transmit, as a way of interrogating my research 
companions’ understandings of the changes that have arisen with the emergence and partial 
collapse of commercial cardamom markets. Accounts of indigenous criticisms of global market 
economies from capitalism’s periphery have a long history (Nash 1979; Taussig 1980). Whether 
framed as the modernity of witchcraft (Geschiere 2013), ‘occult economies’ (Comaroff & 
Comaroff 1999), or ‘cosmologies of fortune’ (Da Col 2012; High 2017), anthropological 
understandings of the seemingly arcane epiphenomena that attend economic and social upheaval 
restate E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s claim that ‘new situations demand new magic’ (1937: 513). As 
new substances have flowed into Moro-Manga, received by individuals with a ready source of 
cash money with which to consume them, the potential toxicity that they contain has stimulated 
a moral crisis. The life-sapping chemicals contained within imported foodstuffs and the harmful 
nature of strong, manufactured drink have been unwelcome companions of the development 
driven by commercial agriculture. Fears of neighbouring households extracting one’s wealth and 
wellbeing through malevolent ritual practice serve as critical reflections upon the caprices of 
fortune in times of ecological instability and the destructive power of plantation ecologies (cf. 
Taussig 1980: 260-1).

Yet, as this chapter has also shown, such anxieties and misfortunes are not spatially bound to 
the cardamom fields and villages of the eastern Himalaya, but index fears and understandings of 
the possibilities and constraints of life across India and the Himalaya. As the next chapter 
demonstrates, the rapid economic changes unfolding in India present opportunities and 
difficulties for those looking to live and labour outside Moro-Manga’s cardamom industry. Of 
particular significance to this social and economic landscape are the practices of discrimination 
and marginalisation that shape the lives of citizens from India’s Himalayan and northeastern 
regions.
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6. Out of the fields: (un)labouring in contemporary India

गधा नुहौरा, गाई हुनै्दन
gadha nuhāera, gai hundaina

A donkey cannot become a cow
simply by bathing

–– Nepali folk-saying

It was a brisk, damp afternoon in September and Rohit’s bar was uncharacteristically silent. The 
cloud was so thick that it had begun to pour in through the open windows, and the television’s 
fuse had tripped out. A small group of us, half a dozen men in our twenties and early thirties, 
had arrived from the high ground at Pala where we had been watching a local archery 
tournament before the bad weather set in. On our way down the hill we had stopped briefly to 
examine a small plot of cardamom planted by the side of the path. Cardamom fields can be 
spaces of hopeful possibility or sites of bitter failure. These saplings, although from healthy stock 
and planted in virgin soil, were failing to flourish.

It had been a difficult year for many farmers and the damp, the silence, and the unprosperous 
shoots outside were contriving to subdue conversation. I was happy when we were joined by 
other friends and then, a moment later, two unexpected guests. Jigme and Tashi were young 
cardamom farmers from Bhutan who had crossed the river in the early morning to walk up to 
Moro bazaar. In their youth they had been boarders in a hostel school near Manga, but had not 
returned to the area for several years. Jigme’s brother had recently married a woman from a 
hamlet on the path down to the River Tista, and they had decided to revisit Moro. I expected a 
lively afternoon ahead, where old stories and anecdotes would be shared, but as we settled into 
conversation the low mood failed to lift. There was a collective recognition of the inertia of the 
day. “It’s like this some days, you know”, one of our group said, “... nothing to do… all we can 
do is make timepass...” Jigme responded: “You know that in some way our life is still like living in 
the hostel. When the cardamom grows well then we have pocket money and then there is fun, 
but at the other times… ke garne? [what is there to do?] That’s why we came here today… we’ve 
nothing to do, so we are just roaming…”

This was the counterpoint to the understanding of suspension and stagnation reflected in 
interlocutors’ assessments of the region’s longer history, which was evidenced in the stalled 
aspirations and ruined and half-built structures of the cardamom boom (see Chapter 2). Jigme 
and Tashi’s exasperation at their lot told of the immediate experience of stagnation: rather than 
just binding together discarded pasts and uncertain futures, stagnation constitutes a particular 
ontic condition that must be negotiated and endured (Gupta 2015; cf. Choy & Zee 2015).

Other accounts of the uncertain lives of adolescents and young adults in contemporary India 
have similarly foregrounded these lived experiences of inactivity and listlessness. Craig Jeffrey has 
made a critical examination of the practice of ‘doing timepass’ –– killing or whiling away time –– 
that is a common feature of life for many young men across contemporary India. Marginalised 
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by the neoliberal economic transformations of the Indian labour market, a process that has 
reduced the supply of government jobs and placed barriers to accessing to state services (see 
Fernandes 2000; Harriss-White 2003), young people are confronted by uncertain and unstable 
futures and experience heightened anxieties. Young men experience particular anxiety about their 
unemployment and a ‘sense of exclusion from secure adulthood, and isolation relative to time-
spaces of ‘modernity’ and ‘development’’ (Jeffrey 2010b: 466). In these circumstances, the 
practice of timepass serves to build fraternal bonds, while offering a critique of the contemporary 
structures of the Indian economy. It is a means by which ‘youthful solidarities’ can be actively 
built through a seemingly passive activity (Jeffrey 2010b: 465).

The idea of “roaming” that Jigme expressed can perhaps be best understood as a related 
concept: a spatialisation of timepass that describes an aimless or unfocused amble through one’s 
neighbourhood or local area. Often, when encountering friends and interlocutors on walks 
through and around Moro-Manga, they would tell me that they were “just roaming” with no 
particular destination or purpose. Taking their cue from cellular mobile data option, individuals 
might joke that someone had “switched roaming on” if they were spotted wandering or strolling 
about.²6 These were self-deprecating remarks that served as a recognition of what it meant to have 
an absence of purpose and a paucity of local employment opportunities. Many of my younger 
interlocutors felt that the absence of work and entertainment was something that dominated 
their lives. Roaming, timepass, and stagnation comprised a central part in their experiences of 
agrarian life in the Himalaya.

Anthropology and other social sciences have paid some attention to how neoliberal economic 
change has often worked to impart feelings of stagnation and ennui into daily experience 
(Appadurai 2002; Katz 2004), and how modern working and unworking serves to destabilise 
experiences of time and space (Harvey 1990). Yet, the critiques my interlocutors made of modern 
life and labour, through their expression of the concepts of timepass and roaming, were ones 
explicitly made of the Indian economy and labour market. The realities of the Indian economy 
stand in stark contrast to the images that are often presented of it. The rhetoric espoused of a 
land of burgeoning high-tech modernity, where favourable demographics and rising educational 
attainment are combining to raise individuals into an expanding middle class, is undercut by the 
persistent realities of extreme poverty and inequality, ethnic and religious tension, and caste- and 
class-based discrimination.

As Stuart Corbridge and Alpa Shah have recognised, the persistent contradictions and 
inequalities present in India mean that for many the experience of economic growth is radically 
different to that in other developing Asian economies (Corbridge & Shah 2013). The 
developmental trajectory of China in the decades after the early 1980s, when millions were lifted 
out of poverty through investment in healthcare, education and infrastructure, has not been 
replicated in India. As wealth has failed to trickle down from the country’s elites, so development 
has stagnated. A relatively unproductive workforce, a dearth of accessible higher education and 
the gendered inequalities of the workforce (in which only a quarter of women officially work) 
compound to reduce productivity (Anon 2018). With 93% of the economy still informal, most 
of the benefits of economic growth have been swallowed up by the top 8%. In a nation 
dominated by small or micro-enterprises, there is an absence of larger firms to offer structured 

²6 Jeffrey’s interlocutors made similar comments, explaiming that someone was ghumna (H. “moving around”); often 
sweeping their hands through the air to suggest a wandering in space (2010b: 474). 
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opportunities to qualified individuals. The uneven implementation of economic liberalisation 
policies has meant that in many places the agrarian sector has been barely altered, remaining 
governed by the enduring power of rural, local elites (Harriss-White 2003). Elsewhere, 
liberalisation has created fresh opportunities for corruption and rent-seeking, and facilitated more 
stringent class domination. While the cardamom smallholders of Kalimpong district have been 
protected from some of the more deleterious effects of these transformations by the land 
entitlements set down in the late nineteenth century (see Chapter 1), the structure of the 
cardamom industry and employment sectors outside it significantly curtail opportunities for 
individual progression.

Compounding these difficulties are the strictures of caste, class and ethnicity that serve as 
social boundaries to economic advancement and geographical mobility for India’s poorest and 
most marginalised people –– its dalits and adivasis –– and for those citizens of its north-eastern 
states who experience persistent racial and ethnic discrimination. This chapter examines the lived 
realities of some of my Himalayan interlocutors working and (un)labouring in contemporary 
India and abroad, often in response to one of the periodic crises that reemerge in the agrarian 
landscapes of the cardamom industry. I consider the experiences of research companions who 
sought out opportunities for labour both within and beyond the Himalaya, to examine the 
conditions and possibilites of creating a life and a livelihood as a Himalayan citizen in India and 
the world today. I show how in spite of my interlocutors often holding the right education and 
abilities desired by Indian and overseas job markets, the spatial structures of these economies and 
ongoing patterns of discrimination and marginalisation compound to curtail individual 
aspiration and often limit the chances for remittances to support households experiencing 
fluctuating agrarian fortunes.

“Simply by bathing”

Perched on our haunches by the side of the road, Alois and I kept our eyes peeled for the midday 
service jeep. I was simply making timepass, killing an hour before I was due to conduct an 
interview with a retired labour recruiter. Alois had more purpose: he was waiting for the morning 
newspapers so that he could comb through the listings of government jobs (sarkari naukri) in 
Darjeeling and Kalimpong. 

One of the characteristics of cardamom is that the crop requires very little labour input  
outside of the harvest period (Fitzpatrick 2011: 238). Cleaning and weeding is often minimal, 
and can be undertaken at almost any time throughout the summer. The end of subsistence grain 
cultivation had brought a dramatic reduction in labouring demands. The lives of Moro-Manga’s 
cardamom farmers were characterised by an expanse of leisure time that was often difficult to fill. 
There were still several weeks still to pass until his family’s cardamom fields became ready to 
harvest, and Alois had few tasks to occupy him. His father, a successful schoolmaster, had 
arranged a job for him that involved driving the long-wheelbase jeep that served as transport for 
two local primary schools. Between the morning and late-afternoon school runs his days were 
free, and he usually spent them roaming with his friends, many of whom had few duties besides 
periodically checking in on their cardamom fields. “If I could just find something else, I wouldn’t 
be this bored”, he told me. “At the moment I am just watching the plants grow.”
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As a Bhutia, he was eligible to apply for the 6% of government jobs reserved for Scheduled 
Tribes in West Bengal, but by his own reckoning this conferred no advantage: so many janajati 
groups had been granted ST status in recent years, he said, that he would stand a better chance if 
he were able to apply as an applicant in the General Category. Sociologist André Béteille has long 
cautioned that programmes aimed at raising ST and SC communities’ levels of development tend 
to lead not to general advancement but rather to competition between groups and a 
reentrenchment of ethnic and caste tensions (Béteille 1991). In Darjeeling and Kalimpong 
districts, as in other regions of India, affirmative action in the form of reserved jobs has evolved 
from a means through which ST and SC communities could be brought up to level of the 
general population to serve instead as a playing field upon which ethnic groups struggle over 
limited state resources (Axelby 2019). As an avenue for advancement, securing government 
employment through reservation places has largely ceased to be a viable option, except for those 
holding the requisite social connections. Nepotism is now necessary for educational, occupational  
and social advancement (Jeffrey, Jeffery & Jeffery 2008).

It was nine a.m. as Alois and I loitered by the roadside but already several cardamom workers 
were taking their morning tea break on the porch of the next door house. The cardamom in this 
belt had begun to mature and these men had begun their working days at sunrise, cutting out the 
glossy, crimson fruits that ripened at the base of each plant. “Isn’t it such hard work, eh?!” [“Kati 
saro kam, hai?!”] Alois joshed. “You are just joking, younger brother”, one of the older workers 
replied:

This is no work at all. I went down past the checkpoint at Kumani yesterday, down in the 
plains. There the people have nothing! No crops and no cattle, and there they still survive. 
We are much lazier than them… in a way we are in heaven here.

The following afternoon I caught up with these same men, as they sat sipping milk chai in the 
momo stall that faces out onto the motor stand. Close to the entrance to the marketplace, 
pressed up against the gable end of the barber shop, two traders had finished counting out their 
profit from the day’s work. A handful of banknotes was passed around, before one of the men 
walked across to Pema’s bar, returning with a small half-bottle of whisky for the group to share. 
The cardamom cutters watched this scene in silence from behind the metal screen of the momo 
stall. “That is the really hard work”, one of the cutters finally remarked, “harder even than 
herding cattle on the plains…”

If I drink, I will easily spend 200, 500 or even 1,000 [rupees]. If I want to eat, I will buy the 
whole chicken. But look at those men! They are Marwaris, no?! They are counting out just 
fifty paisa [to purchase a half bottle of whisky]. If they smoke then three of them will share 
just one cigarette! We should learn from them… We don’t want to change our lives, but we 
have to learn to save our money… we should be able to be more thrifty…

“But we wouldn’t want to become Marwaris, would we?!”, his friend asked. The first cutter leant 
back in his chair and answered: “You think we could become Marwaris?! Brother, a donkey 
cannot become a cow simply by taking a bath!” Like these cardamom cutters, many of my 
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interlocutors asserted that the skills necessary to succeed in business were rare across the 
Himalayan region. The counting out and measuring of money, income, profit, time, and 
opportunity –– and the making of deals and brokering of contracts –– these were activities that 
many of my interlocutors saw themselves as lacking the necessary nouse to undertake. One friend 
saw the world of business as involving much more demanding and pressured work than that of 
the farmer: “there are a few of us hills people who can do such things, but it is harder work than 
what we do”, he told me. The relaxed and trusting character of people from the hills (see Moller 
1993: 243) did not lend itself to the demands of the business world.

Other interlocutors offered a different interpretation, claiming that a more general 
disinclination towards strenuous work among younger generations was at the heart of matter. 
“Our people simply don’t want to work”, one friend asserted, later complaining that many 
businesses in the hills had been taken over or displaced by Bengali or Bihari enterprises. “We 
used to do this ourselves… all the restaurants were Nepali. The tailors, the photo printer, the 
Xerox shops… everything was Nepali, except the cobblers who were all Chinese. Now there is 
one Chinese cobbler left and no Nepalis. Our people are too lazy for this kind of work!” For 
Emily Yeh, exploring similar sentiments in the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR), such 
utterances are complex and often ironic negotiations of the discourses in which her interlocutors 
find themselves trapped. Emanating both from state developmental initiatives that urge Tibetans 
to work for the benefit of the nation, and from external representations of Tibetans scripted by 
Westerners and Han Chinese, understandings of a ‘natural Tibetan indolence’ are engaged with 
by Tibetans not just as a mirroring of their content, but as self-reflective acts of critique that 
convey a deep knowledge of the reality of embodied labour practices in contemporary Tibet (Yeh 
2013: 166-7). Yeh finds in these understandings of labour and work the continuing life of deep 
environmental histories. Serving in part as a recognition of the harsh and unforgiving human 
ecology of the past and the comparative ease of contemporary conditions, proclamations of 
indolence ‘express a relieved distance’ from historical forms of labour and subjugation (Yeh 2013: 
179). This expressed distance could be thought of as much spatial as it is temporal. In Moro-
Manga, these oft-expressed sentiments served as much to assert a division between the 
contemporary hills and plains as between the present and the past.

Between the hills and the plains

Contradictory formulations of laziness and industry, loyalty and rebelliousness, and 
sophistication and backwardness characterise Himalayan and north-eastern citizens within 
contemporary Indian society. They are part of the often antagonistic relations held between 
peoples of the hills and peoples of the plains noted across northern India (Moller 1993; 
Berreman 1972) and a prevailing discourse in which hills people are denigrated as backward, wild 
and primitive (jungli), or simply ‘of the mountains’ (Mathur 2015: 89); a fact that is complicated 
by the additional identity ascribed to Nepalis as a martial race who do not quite belong to the 
nation. Embedded in the colonial and post-colonial history of state formation and political 
contestation (see Chapter 3), Nepali ethnic identity in India is a mutually-constitutive one (see 
Spivak 1985), bound in to the paradoxical interplays of difference and the state (Middleton 
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2013). As Wouters and Subba (2013: 132) have observed, India’s north-eastern citizens ‘are to be 
understood as a category produced and reified vis-à-vis mainstream India’. As internal differences 
within hills society have weakened, the boundary between it and the plains ‘other’ has been 
strengthened –– a difference that is territorialised but primarily social, grounded in markers of 
cultural differentiation (cf. Barth 1998: 9-38) such as language, religion and origin.  As for 
anthropologist Joanne Moller’s interlocutors in Kumaon, hills-plains (pahāri-madeshi) 
distinctions are applied to innumerous aspects of life, and encompass ‘social structure, customs, 
ecology and standards of morality’ (Moller 1993: 233).

Periods of migration in India beyond the Himalaya involves engagement with these other 
structures, customs and ecologies –– which are often mitigated by the presence of fellow 
Himalayan citizens in a given place or situation. Migration, as Bengt Karlsson and Dolly Kikon 
note, is a collective experience, grounded in shared experiences and imaginaries (Karlsson & 
Kikon 2019:6). Having hamro manche (‘our people’) –– fellow Nepalis or Himalayans –– in a 
neighbourhood was a channel through which many migrants mitigated the uncertainty of the 
new, but was not sufficient to palliate the risks and dangers that accompanied migration. As 
Gerald Berreman (1972: 308) noted, ‘the [plains] city is an exciting, but in many ways a 
mysterious and dangerous place for most Paharis’²7. The settlements of the plains were often 
characterised as cramped and hot, ridden by caste hierarchies and inter-ethnic and inter-caste 
violence, and absent the cleaner air and water of the hills. Across the Himalaya, hills people often 
hold prevailing attitudes towards the plains that are characterised by mistrust and a degree of 
xenophobia (Kapur 1988: 18). Hills people often see the madhesh as a place where it is 
undesirable and dangerous to live.

Among my research companions, the unofficial dividing line between the hills and the plains 
was the forest checkpost by the roadside at the village of Kumani, a white, two-storey 
clapperboard hut set back three metres from the road, in front of which grows an unloved thicket 
of rose bushes. In the centre of the hut, around a heavy wooden desk scattered with ledger books, 
officers in starched khaki sit impassively as a retinue of functionaries operate the rope pulley that 
raises and lowered the metal traffic barrier. For twenty metres around the hut, plastic sacks hang 
from weeping rubber trees cultivated by the local agricultural research station. In the far distance, 
the final miles of the Bengal plains roll out to meet the first slopes of the Himalayan foothills. 
This place is the setting for one of the most popular jokes in Moro-Manga, which tells how Jesus, 
Buddha and the Hindu deities came together to participate in a race from Mt. Kanchenjunga to 
Pondicherry:

… As soon as they leave the start line it is clear that Ram is very quick, because of his abilities in 
running fast and jump high. Ganesh is quicker than he looks… but in the end no-one can outpace 
Buddha. Realising the physical world is an illusion, he transcends it and transports himself to the 
finish line as the winner. Eventually all of the gods join him there in Pondicherry, and stand 
around enjoying the beach and the sea; all except for Jesus, who is nowhere to be found. 

²7 Somewhat confusingly, the people to whom Berreman refers here as “Paharis” are a specific Indo-Aryan ethnic 
group also known as the Pahadi or Parbati, residing in the Indian and Nepali Himalaya west of Kathmandu. They 
would be considered by most of my interlocutors to be a related but distinct ethnic group. When my interlocutors 
use the term “pahāri” it simply meant “of the hills”. This term encompasses peoples of Nepalese, Tibetan, Bhutanese 
and other origins, but at the same time refers explicitly to someone not being “of the plains”. In any case, Berreman’s 
claim concerning the cities of the Indian plains is one most of my interlocutors would agree with.
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After about twenty minutes, it is decided that someone must go back to find him. Hanuman 
volunteers as he can easily fly back on his vimana. He flies along the whole length of India, but he 
can’t find Jesus anywhere - not in Maharashthra, Bihar, or even Bengal. Eventually he flies over 
Mal Bazar and Chalsa and across the Jaldapara forest –– and there he spots Jesus, waiting at the 
Kumani forest checkpost. Hanuman asks: “Jesus, what is taking you so long? The race is over and 
you are still at the beginning!” “It is these damned Forestry Officers”, Jesus replies, “they won’t let 
me pass without having the correct permits for the wood I am carrying.”

When I first heard this joke, during an evening exchanging jokes and stories with friends and 
acquaintances, I assumed that its meaning concerned the burdens of faith and the difficulties of 
being Christian in contemporary India: the forest checkpost at Kumani sits along the line 
separating the predominantly Hindu plains of Bengal from the Christian hills. One afternoon in 
mid-autumn, driving with and several friends, we were held for several minutes at the forest 
checkpost while several officers checked my documents. Many wisecracks were made as we 
waited for the officers to return my passport and residency permits. Five minutes later, as we 
passed into the village of Sipchu that lies on the boundary between Kalimpong and Jalpaiguri 
districts, my friend Thomas asked me to pull the jeep over to the side of the road. We 
disembarked, and crossed the road to where a small garden had been erected. This area of 
concrete flowerbeds was a memorial to the three individuals who had been killed in January 2011 
when Jalpaiguri police fired upon a crowd of Gorkhaland protesters conducting a relay hunger 
strike. “Do you understand now?”, Thomas asked me. “It can be dangerous at times for us 
[Nepalis] to even cross this line…”

In the face of such incidents, what opportunities are sufficient to encourage hills people to 
migrate to the plains? In those tales told to me of migration in times of cardamom crisis, men 
laboured in brick kilns, cement works and sand quarries, some of the ‘key subsectors’ in which 
tribal migrants most often labour in India, along with construction and agriculture (Abbas & 
Varma 2014). The patterns of migration of the present generation tell a different story, in which 
my interlocutors engaged with the expanding tertiary sectors (primarily hospitality, 
entertainment and technology) servicing India’s expanding middle classes and global customers. 
The days of men seeking out labouring work exclusively in coal fields and quarries are, for now, 
over. Young men and women now pursue a wide variety of employment in India and abroad. For 
most Moro-Manga households, cardamom wealth serves to shield them from many of the more 
gruelling labouring jobs of the Indian economy. The educational attainment and increased life 
chances that have emerged from good agricultural fortunes have provided individuals with the 
skills to seek out new and better opportunities in hotels, offices, call centres and retail stores. Yet 
in spite of this educational advancement, the discrimination present in Indian society means that 
these employment opportunities often present negative experiences. Having been initially 
brought into the Indian state from surrounding Himalayan regions (see Chapter 1), the 
population of the Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills now often find that contemporary acts of 
labour migration are cut through by the corrosive marginalisation that confront’s India’s 
Himalayan and northeastern citizens.
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Migrant labour and the experience of discrimination in non-Himalayan India

“It is so long since I have spoken it... even when I call my mother now I speak English or Hindi.”
The hotel, 100m from Kolkata’s Howrah Junction rail terminal, was close enough to the Hooghly 
River that its banks could still be felt through the strong A/C in the marble lobby. I was spending 
the night there on my way back to the hills, having attended an academic conference in south 
India. Reading my ongoing destination –– ‘Kalimpong’ –– in the ledger, the receptionist told of 
her school years at Kalimpong’s St. Joseph’s Convent. I expressed my sense of surprise in Nepali 
–– “Ambo! Koti sano sansar! “ [“My! What a small world!”] –– but rather than the comraderie I 
hoped this code switching would provoke, her response was sorrowful. After so many years in 
Kolkata, she had lost the ability to speak or write Nepali well, although it was her mother’s natal 
tongue. She would like to speak it with her Nepali colleagues in the hotel, of whom there were 
many, but the management insisted that they speak Bengali or Hindi when at work...

✽

A month later, sipping hot black tea on a friend’s porch, I recalled this moment to two 
interlocutors with experience of working in India beyond the Himalaya. James Chamling was 
only 24, but had worked since his late teenage years in hotels in Delhi and Mumbai. We had met 
the previous spring at a family wedding in Kalimpong. His cousin had married a young man 
from Kalimpong’s Indo-Chinese community, and James and I had happened to be standing 
together as the couple posed for photographs before the traditional Chinese wedding scroll, tied 
to the couple’s front gate, that proclaimed ‘two hearts forever knotted’ (奾ݶஞ). As the 
photographer took pains to balance the light and arrange the couple’s poses, there was time for 
conversation, and I had enjoyed learning about his life and career so far from home. Meeting 
again in his natal village, I told him of my encounter with the receptionist the previous month. 
“This is normal”, he told me, “there is no respect for Nepalis in these sorts of businesses”. He 
gave an account of the hubris and discourtesy of his former bosses in the hospitality industry and 
of the marginalising nature of the work. At the heart of the matter, he thought, was the 
assumption made throughout India that Nepalis were docile and obedient servants, whose proper 
roles were as guards or desk staff. This characterisation, a legacy of the imperialist construction of 
Nepalis as a ‘martial race’ following their mass recruitment into the East India Company and 
British Army in the early decades of the nineteenth century, engenders particular resentment in 
the Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills (see Chhetri 2013). Feminist scholar Cynthia Enloe –– 
taking Nepalis to be the examplar of the phenomenon –– has named such characterisations 
‘Gurkha syndrome’, in which marginalised ethnic groups that engage in military service find that 
loyalty and martiality become defining features of their identity (Enloe 1980). During my field 
research such characterisations became a prominent topic of discussion, after a furore erupted 
following an Indian online retailer’s airing of a cable television advert featuring a child actor 
wearing a security guard’s uniform and Nepali topi, and speaking heavily-accented Hindi. “They 
will always see us like that”, James said that evening. “We are seen as servants. So we are treated 
badly wherever we work.”

Our other companion that afternoon, Ritesh, was even younger than James, but had already 
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experienced similar working conditions in several hotels in West Bengal. Now 21, he had 
changed careers and was earning ‘black money’ in the employ of a man running a technical 
support scam from an office in the town of Jaigaon, in Jalpaiguri District, where there is a 
sizeable Nepali population. Using a Voice over Internet Protocol (VOIP) telephone line, Ritesh’s 
job was to call landline numbers in the United States, claiming to be an operator from Microsoft 
technical support, with the aim of tricking householders into purchasing hoax antivirus software. 
This scam is an increasingly common job for young men, reflecting the lack of employment 
opportunities in the legitimate technology sector in many regions of India, and the place of 
Indian English as the ‘voice’ of the international call centre industry. Ritesh viewed the work as 
morally questionable, but found his working conditions to be far less marginalising than those he 
had experienced when working in Delhi. In fact, he found his work to be highly valued. His 
strong English language skills, crucial to the role, made Ritesh a successful worker, and unlike in 
former positions he had never been refused leave or had his pay withheld. Nor had he 
experienced the forms of social discrimination that were common in Delhi. “When you are a 
Nepali in Delhi, they swear at you, call you ‘chinky’, things like that. They ask us all the time if 
we are really Indian, just because of how we look. Now it is only Americans who swear at me!”

In the tea shop at Moro bazaar a fortnight later, my five young interlocutors were similarly 
aggrieved. “They always have to do it like this”, one young man exclaimed, as the group discussed 
portrayals of Nepalis in Indian media. “They have just one idea of us.” A young woman seated at 
another table turned to enter the conversation. “Don’t you know”, she asked me, “that when we 
go down to the plains it is normal for men to shout kitana hai (H. “how much?”) at us [Nepali 
women] from their cars?” She continued: “Just yesterday the Bengali newspapers were writing of 
a Kolkata girl who was attacked in Darjeeling. Why would they choose to write this story? How 
many Nepali girls do you think have been harassed on the plains today? Just writing their names 
would fill the whole newspaper!”

These dynamics of discrimination, which were so central to my interlocutors accounts of 
living and working in other regions of India, have been traditionally neglected by mainstream 
economic and sociological theories of labour migration in South Asia. Yet they are central to the 
dynamics of migration among Himalayan citizens seeking employment in other regions of India.

Labour and migration in South Asia

In recent decades, migration theory has evolved towards balancing an understanding of the 
economic rationale behind migration with an account of the social consequences it has for the 
migrant and their kith and kin. This contexualisation of the migrant experience goes against the 
grain of neoclassical accounts and theories of migration that have stressed wage differentiation 
between two locales as the primary driver of labour migration, describing a simple movement of 
workers from low-wage areas experiencing labour deficits to high-wage areas holding labour 
surpluses. In neoclassical models, capital flows were expected to travel in the opposite direction 
from that of migration flows, and thus over time for an equilibrium to develop in wage rates and 
labour (see Massey et al: 1993; Lewis 1954; Todaro 1976; 1989). Migration was generally viewed 
as a personal choice, made through individual consultation with a set of experienced and 
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imagined ‘push-pull’ factors. 
The development in the 1980s of the ‘new economics school’ of labour migration sought to 

address many of the criticisms of the neoclassical model: notably, the privileging of rational, 
individual decision-making and the neglect of the contingencies of sociology and history. This 
turn aimed at accounting for the ‘domain of variables’ that affected ‘spatial labor supply 
decisions’, seeking to integrate factors of age, gender and wealth, and the role of wider social 
processes in conditioning migration practices (Stark & Bloom 1985: 173; see also Stark 1991). 
‘New economics’ stressed the centrality of the household as a unit of analysis, and viewed families 
as mitigating risk through labour migration practices. Macrolevel analysis stressed the importance 
of employment opportunities and economic returns to the migrant and their families, usually 
examining cases of permanent migration rather than periods of temporary migration. More 
network-focused research emphasised both the macro- and micro-structures of migration; the 
formal and informal networks in which migration took place; and the social capital through 
which migrants found work (Castles and Miller 1993: 25). However, as DeJong et al (2002) have 
highlighted, in almost all cases the dominant focus of research was placed upon the causes of 
migration, with substantially less attention paid to its consequences and experiences (see also 
Bilsborrow 1993; Massey et al 1993). 

Anthropological research on migration has paid much more attention to such broader 
experiential concerns, shining light on migration’s broader social and cultural possibilities in 
opening up worlds and shaping personhood. Various studies focusing on South Asia have 
understood migration’s place as a rite of passage for adolescents moving into adulthood (Sharma 
2009), and considered the migratory process as a means through which young people fashion 
self-identity and explore romantic love away from the home environment (Osella & Osella 2000; 
Shah 2006). Alpa Shah’s research with seasonal migrants from tribal Jharkhand foregrounds the 
potential for interpersonal encounters and shows how the interplay of culture, capital and the 
state come to shape the migrant experience (Shah 2006).

Other work has analysed the contradictions that emerge between the migrant’s perception of 
self-agency in the decision to migrate and the structural forces that frame such choices (Parry 
2003), and examined how migrants’ networks shape long-standing patterns of regional migration 
(De Neve 2003). Labour migration has been reexamined as a dynamic sociopolitical process in 
which social imperatives hold greater weight than most economically-grounded theories have 
previously asserted. Yet, as Katy Gardner and Filippo Osella (2003) recognise, much of this 
research has little to say about the places people leave behind and the spaces and environments 
they enter, and is neglectful as to what cultural and social interaction means in particular places. 
More broadly, Gardner and Osella assert the fact that internal migration has been a 
comparatively neglected topic in South Asian anthropology, ‘despite irrefutable evidence that 
such movement, both within rural areas and between villages, towns and cities, has always been, 
and continues to be, a central feature of life within the subcontinent’ (Gardner and Osella 2003: 
vi).

As Sukhadeo Thorat, Katherine Neuman and others (2012) argue, despite the rich body of 
research in the social sciences concerning marginalisation and discrimination in Indian society, 
much less attention has been paid to how social discrimination manifests in the workforce, 
despite its significance in shaping practices of labour migration, income distribution, and the 
broader dynamics of poverty and inequality in the country. The multi-sited research undertaken 
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by Shah et al (2018) is a recent exception, comprising a detailed account of the relationship 
between social inequality and capitalism as understood through participants in India’s labour 
market. This research highlights the ways in which capitalist economic growth has re-entrenched 
oppression and marginalisation along lines of social identity, and entwined it with the strictures 
of class –– a process that Alpa Shah and Jens Lerche (2018: 1) name ‘conjugated oppression’. Yet 
an emphasis within the research on the experiences of dalits and adivasis renders it necessarily 
neglectful of dynamics of oppression and marginalisation outside of these groups –– a 
reproduction of the paradigm by which marginalisation is seen primarily as an issue of caste and 
class, and which finds in India’s tribal and lower caste peoples legible examples of the ‘suffering 
subject’ that has supplanted the ‘native’ as the primary object of anthropological attention 
(Robbins 2013). The authors note the absence within the work of the experiences of adivasis 
from India’s north-east, who ‘at a national level [...] fare much better than the Adivasis of 
peninsular India’ (Shah et al. 2018: xvii); but this cursory assessment fails to acknowledge the 
specific challenges faced by citizens of the Himalaya and north-east: the social and geographical 
delimitations placed upon their comparative betterment by racialised social exclusion. 

The oppression experienced by Himalayan and north-east citizens is also ‘conjugated’ –– but 
to the strictures of caste and class must be added the entangled realities of citizenship, belonging 
and physical difference. For adivasis from these regions, marginalisation by way of casteism is 
often compounded by the assumptions made about their appearance, spoken languages and 
geographical peripherality. While Himalayan and north-east citizens may not always be seen by 
the social sciences to be visible examples of social exclusion in India, their marginalisation is 
grounded in the very fact of their visual identifiability within the country: the physical 
characteristics ‘that mark them as different from the Indian “mainstream”’ (Brown, Scrase and 
Ganguly-Scrase 2017). Tibeto-Burman, Mon-Khmer, or Tai roots preclude the possibility of 
identity concealment: individuals are unable to escape their identities, should they wish to (see 
Erikson 2002: 6). Engaging continuously in everyday interactions loaded with the potential for 
othering, Himalayan and north-eastern citizens often find themselves subjected to structural 
forces of discrimination and the immediate violence of verbal and physical confrontation. 

In sociologist Duncan McDuie-Ra’s (2013) account of north-east migrant workers in Delhi, 
such encounters were highlighted by his interviewees, who emphasised the commonplace and 
everyday nature of their othering. As one interlocutor explained, ‘there are many stereotypes 
about Bengalis, but no one runs across the street to call names in their faces as they do to north-
easterners’ (McDuie-Ra 2013: 1634). For women from the north-east, instances of harassment 
and abuse are grounded in a widespread stereotype of sexual availability, which also often serves 
to diminish their requests for protection or capacity for redress. There is a tendency among law 
enforcement officials to ignore complaints and blame north-eastern victims for their oppression, 
often due to their supposed deviation from an accepted dress code or manner of comportment 
(Puri 2006).

Often, such incidents are interlaced with the charge that Himalayan and north-eastern 
citizens are not-quite-Indian, or do not belong to the nation in the same way as citizens from the 
peninsular –– a situation that has come to public attention in instances where individuals have 
been questioned by government officials as to their ‘Indianness’ (Sharma 2016; Roy 2016). For 
Indian Nepalis, the recurrent flaring-up of the Gorkhaland question keeps alive in the nation’s 
public discourse their desire for a distinct and different way of belonging to the nation. Political 
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strikes have often been accompanied by acts of violence against Nepalis throughout India. Indian 
Nepalis’ citizenship –– and hence their ‘loyalty to the nation’ –– are considered permanently 
suspect (Chhetri 2013: 298), in part due to suspicions of their dual loyalty, a condition that 
Lopita Nath has named the ‘myth of a double homeland’ (Nath 2005).

There is, as McDuie-Ra recognises, a distance set against the regions and peoples of the 
north-east ‘that is qualitatively different than between other regions and peoples in India’ (2013: 
1628). Yet, the geographically unequal nature of the Indian labour market contrives to breach 
that distance. Economic liberalisation has opened up employment opportunities in metropolitan 
cities –– concentrated in the information technology, service and hospitality sectors in which 
north-easterners’ skills (particularly in English) are seen as valuable. By contrast, India’s peripheral 
towns and rural areas have seen little of this development trajectory (D’Costa 2003). A 
substantial proportion of India’s youth have attained the high educational qualifications that the 
labour market desires, yet have no means of seeing the tangible material benefits of this 
attainment due to a paucity of local employment opportunities (Jeffrey 2009). Labour migration 
circumvents this unevenness, drawing migrants from India’s periphery into industries where their 
skills can find suitable reward. Yet in doing so, migration exposes many of them to the burdens of 
discrimination and racialised social exclusion.

Instances of verbal –– and often physical –– violence coloured all of my interlocutors’ 
experiences of labour migration, regardless of their education level or the occupation in which 
they were employed. Yamini and Padmaj were an educated young couple from Kalimpong who 
had been distantly acquainted during their school years, and who had reconnected when working 
for a Korean telecommunications firm in Bangalore. Their time in Bangalore was marred by 
numerous small incidents of discrimination, but it was an incident of physical violence that 
forced them to leave. Yamini described to me how Padmaj had been attacked on an evening out 
with friends. “Some local boys set upon a group of us in a bar”, she told me, “we all ran out in 
different directions and they went after him. They were only wanting to beat the Nepalis [in the 
group].” The attack brought them closer together, and they made plans to leave south India. Now 
running a small business in Kalimpong, their smaller income was an acceptable trade off for a life 
free of the marginalisation they faced in Bangalore. “Sure, it was good money”, Yamini told me, 
“but it wasn’t worth all of the hassle.” While she had expected to face some exclusion based on 
her ethnicity and gender, the violence of the attack was still shocking. Yamini recognised that 
their background –– having being educated in urban Kalimpong, and speaking several Indian 
languages and English fluently –– had still made their migrant experience comparatively easy. 
“It’s much harder for those who are bastiko (from a village)”, Yamini asserted, “who have far less 
choice than we had when we left the hills [for Bangalore]. We had some money, and friends in 
the city. Others have less choice as to where they can go and what they can do.” 

For some interlocutors, the prospect of facing such social situations was enough to persuade 
them to seek opportunities elsewhere. Harold, the thirty-five year old school teacher from Moro 
bazaar, told me of his time working in a hotel in Kathmandu. Several years back, during a period 
of heavy drinking, he had been dismissed from his teaching job after being found drunk in his 
classroom, and had needed to find a place to rebuild his life. Kathmandu was a place where he 
could disappear and solve his problems. “[I was] just one Nepali among many Nepalis”, he 
explained. Another friend was more explicit about the reasons for this decision: although the 
wages paid in Nepal were far lower, and Kathmandu did not therefore serve as a suitable 
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destination for skilled work, it was Harold’s best option. It could have been dangerous for him to 
seek work in Kolkata or Delhi, particularly during a period when he was so often heavily 
inebriated. Kathmandu was a far safer place. “It’s our people [hamro manche] there, so it is a good 
place for us to be.”

Two forms of cosmopolitanism

Constituting a permanent yet uncertain diaspora within the nation-state, the status of the Nepali, 
Tibetan and Tibeto-Burman people of the hills is complicated by the associations and collective 
identities forged between these ethnic groups (Chhetri 2018); by Indian Nepalis’ simultaneous 
embrace and rejection of Nepal as a homeland; and by the contested relations held with the state 
of West Bengal and the wider Indian nation. The fractured and entangled history that has 
emerged from the fluid and ever-changing trajectory of ethnopolitics in the Darjeeling and 
Kalimpong hills has made the hills a ‘unique site of Himalayan cosmopolitianism’ (Shneiderman 
& Middleton 2018: 8; see also Middleton 2018; Sharma 2016a; 2016b; 2018). The ‘dynamics of 
cultural loss, hybridity, and ethnogenesis’ formed since the beginning of the nineteenth century 
have forged trans-Himalayan connections that have underpinned a sense of collective belonging 
(Shneiderman & Middleton 2018: 8). This sense of cosmopolitan identity, however, is a 
malleable one, shapeshifting and transforming in different places; expanding to incorporate 
certain others in particular moments; and playing a component in radically different experiences 
of belonging and non-belonging in particular situations.

The predominant concept of cosmopolitanism that emerged in the late-twentieth century, of 
a universal sense of belonging driven by globalising processes of technological and social 
transformation (Giddens 1991), has recently been complicated, in part by scholars ‘thinking 
outside the box of European intellectual history’ (Breckenridge et al. 2000: 586). As the schools 
of cosmopolitan thought have grown its ethos has become increasingly elusive (Vidmar-Horvat 
2013) and questions have been asked as to whether cosmopolitanism’s inherent ‘estrangement 
and dissidence’ can result in a community of any kind (Varsamopoulou 2009: 33).

Elsewhere, cosmopolitanism has been re-positioned as a disposition standing for the inverse 
of traditional ‘tribal’ or ‘peasant’ attachments to land (Campbell 2008). The cosmopolitanism of 
the Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills engages this definition. A sense of collective belonging built 
between different ethnic and tribal groups, it is forged in part out of the desire for territorial 
recognition that is yet different from those social movements in India seeking rights and 
representation that are built upon the notion of a unique or ancestral attachment to land and 
resources (see Cederlöf & Siviramakrishnan 2006). Rather, the political and social struggles of 
the hills are grounded in the desire for a new way of belonging to the nation.

As Ben Campbell (2008: 13) highlights, when tribal, ethnic minority or peasant people move 
‘they are frequently considered as transgressive’. Sociologist Ksenija Vidmar-Horvat has made the 
comparable assertion that the ‘wandering cosmopolite implies danger. [Their] crossing of borders 
provokes fears of transgression and disturbance of the social and political order’; their status often 
‘corresponds to the sociological category of the stranger’ (Vidmar-Horvat 2013). The shared 
experiences of Himalayan citizens living in working in India is one that transgresses both 
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boundaries and expectations –– and even common understandings of what an Indian citizen “is”; 
trangressions that are frequently met by visceral and everyday resistance. Often denigrated as 
tribal or backward, and taken as strangers within the country by virtue of their phenotypic 
differences from the Indian norm, Himalayan citizens find in a collective belonging forged 
through cosmopolitanism a means to evade and mitigate commonplace opposition.

In their research among Indian Himalayan students in India’s largest metropolises, 
geographers Sarah Smith and Mabel Gergan explore the cosmopolitan projects built within the 
student diaspora, asking who comes to be included within them and what ends they serve (Smith 
& Gergan 2015; see also Bhabha 1996; Gidwani 2006; Gidwani and Sivaramakrishnan 2003). 
They find that diasporic ties are formed ‘in part through this oppositional space of not looking 
“Indian”’ (Smith & Gergan 2015: 121), a collective experience of discrimination that serves to 
forge bonds between individuals not just from the same homeland but between different 
Himalayan regions. 

Such bonds were key to my interlocutors’ navigation of their periods of employment or study 
outside Himalayan India. Individuals often relied upon the diasporic network of people from the 
hills to source accommodation, employment and social contacts. Having “hamro manche” –– 
‘one’s own people’ –– in a receiving destination made the process of migration and the labour of 
establishing a new life away from home far less fraught. Over time, as I heard more stories of 
migration to the same destinations, familiar names reappeared in conversation: prominent 
individuals who had the necessary connections and assets to aid newcomers in establishing their 
new lives. Similarly, people who had returned from periods of employment or study in another 
part of India were often sought out and interrogated for their knowledge and advice by 
individuals first contemplating where they might migrate to, or how they might make a living in 
these new places. These social networks were key to orientating and channeling ongoing flows of 
migration out of the hills (De Neve 2003).

Fellow hills migrants were similarly key to the experiential dynamics of migration and to the 
notions of belonging that interlocutors voiced. A shared sense of adventure and journeying was 
foregrounded in the tales my research companions told of their time away. The potential of 
migration to upturn long-standing attachments to home, and generate the emergence of more 
complex understandings of spatial and social belonging has long been recognised across the social 
sciences (Erel 2011). The notions of belonging that migration engenders are ‘multi-layered’ and 
intimately connected to the context and lifestage in which such journeys are made, and the 
companions the migrant travels with (Müller-Böker 2016: 41). Journeys made in youth and early 
adulthood are ones shaped by the presence of one’s young peers, and by the preoccupations and 
interests of that life period. Like ethnic boundaries, individual belonging is seen to be as social as 
it is territorial, and to evolve with social transformations and new life contexts (Sen 2006). 

The presence of fellow migrants from the Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills in a receiving 
destination often served to shift the very notion of “home” as my research companions 
understood it. After a Lepcha Protestant wedding in a village near Godak, I discussed the idea of 
belonging with two young Lepcha students, a man of 21 and a woman of 19, both of whom were 
attending college in Kolkata. I sought clarification of a moment that had occurred towards the 
end of the ceremony, when the priest asked the couple to confirm that they had been born “in 
the shadow of Mt. Kanchenjunga”, the peak that marks the heart of the Lepcha homeland, Mayel 
Lyang. This is a question often incorporated into Lepcha Christian weddings, and I had been 
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told by several interlocutors that it related to the fact that it is condidered proper for Lepcha to 
reside within Mayel Lyang for their entire lives. What was it like, I asked my two student 
interlocutors, to be a Lepcha living so far away? Their response was to correct what I had heard 
and provide a different definition of the location and extent of home. “It is still Mayel Lyang 
there”, they said, “because of how many of we Lepcha are there, how many other people from the 
hills. Wherever we are, wherever there are Lepcha people that is Mayel Lyang, even our 
neighbourhood in Kolkata.” 

A sense of embodied values –– of pahāriness –– was key to how individuals were evaluated 
within and beyond the plains. As in Joanne Moller’s account of hills-plains social dynamics 
(1993: 243), the characterisation of hills people as honest and forthright was often contrasted 
with the apparent deceitfulness of the plains. While there is a significant social divide between 
Himalayan and plains communities in the hills (Mona Chhetri pers. comms), in contrast to the 
complete break that Moller records as existing in Kumaon, in Darjeeling and Kalimpong the 
barriers between these social worlds was more porous. Many interlocutors were often ready to 
include within their cosmopolitan circles individuals of non-Himalayan backgrounds, often with 
the justification that they exhibited particlarly pahāri qualities.²8 Individuals from non-Himalayan 
backgrounds were half-jokingly referred to as also being “hamro manche”. One popular Marwari 
friend was said to be “mari-pahāri” (half Marwari, half Nepali) in recognition of his personal 
qualities of loyalty, generosity and reserve, which were thought to be particularly Himalayan 
characteristics. In the final months of my field research, after he committed a serious 
transgression –– luring away the adopted son of a late friend to work in his tea shop, to the 
detriment of the deceased’s widow –– he very quickly lost this epithet and was banished from his 
social circle. To several interlocutors his recent behaviour was a sign that he had never really been 
“pahāri” at all. “Really!”, one friend lamented, “he was never one of us [our people]!” [“Ho ni! U 
kahilé pani hamro manché thiēna!”].

Geographer Gill Valentine reminds us of the dual nature of cosmopolitan belonging: how 
encounters with difference can bring about a inclusive celebration of ethnic or social difference, 
or serve to accentuate cultural and racialised boundaries (Valentine 2008). Both positive and 
negative cosmopolitanisms are possible, shaped in part by social histories, lived experiences and 
present structural inequalities (Valentine 2008; Smith & Gergan 2015; Ahmed 2004). For 
Gayatri Spivak, migration and cosmopolitanism –– accompanied by the critical ‘edge’ of 
cosmopolitics that seeks to challenge universalisms of globalism and postcoloniality –– cannot be 
understood simply through the optics of ethnicity, culture, and their interlinkages. Rather, these 
processes need to be examined by foregrounding individual subjectivity: highlighting the ‘change 
in ourselves as instruments of knowing’ that is produced by the migrant experience (2012: 112). 
As Sarah Smith and Mabel Gergan note, while young people’s experiences of urban migration are 
particular from individuals in other life stages, the cycle of youth migration is to a large extent 
constitutive of the concepts of identity, belonging and cosmopolitanism back home. Youth are a 
site of ‘cultural maintenance and potential dissolution — the intergenerational nature of this 
pattern is key to the prodcuction of diasporic sentiment (Smith & Gergan 2015: 132; see 
Brubaker 2005). 

The transformations effected by the migrations of Himalayan citizens are shaped by the 

²8 The lives of individuals of non-Nepali and non-Himalayan backgrounds are severely overlooked in regional 
scholarship on the Darjeeling and Kalimpong hills.
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advantages that they bring to the Indian labour market and the marginalisation that they yet face. 
These experiences of marginalisation and subjugation can be seen as an example of the other type 
of cosmopolitanism, which Homi Bhabha (2000; 2004, after Julia Kristeva) names ‘wounded 
cosmopolitanism’, to identify the experience of those for whom mobility and migration are 
experiences characterised by marginalisation. Bhabha gives the example of the migrant maid, 
security guard and service worker who are forced to learn the languages and mannerisms of those 
they are dominated by, ‘who have suffered the sentence of history ––subjugation, domination, 
diaspora, displacement’ (Bhabha 2004: 172, see also Sandoval 2000).

Other comparable readings have spoken of ‘vernacular cosmopolitanism’ (Werbner 2006), 
and ‘subaltern cosmopolitanism’ (Gidwani 2006). Kwame Anthony Appiah speaks of a ‘rooted 
cosmopolitanism’, a reorientation that serves in part to unearth how cosmopolitanism is often a 
struggle over citizenship, legal recognition, cultural rights, and equal dignity within the 
postcolonial state (Appiah 2006). These struggles may not necessarily align with existing political 
and social struggles and analysis must not always proceed on the basis of ethnicity or class. The 
diverse reasons that compel people to travel often engender ‘discrepant’ cosmopolitanisms 
(Clifford 1992: 106-7), grounded in particular economic and social circumstances.

The contrast between the two forms of cosmopolitanism that my interlocutors experience in 
India reflects the complexity of the migrant experience: the emergence of a sense of belonging 
that crosses lines of class and ethnic origin –– a moveable Himalayan cosmopolitanism in which 
diverse ethnic groups find in each other relations of mutuality; and a form of othering that 
emerges as subjects confront the marginalisation and racialised exclusion that is a fact of their 
own position within the nation. For Himalayan and north-eastern citizens, educational and 
labour migration involves the concurrent experience of both forms of cosmopolitan 
(un)belonging.

Closer to home and further afield: two other ways of mitigating marginalisation

Paying attention to the uses of education in mediating conditions of economic and social 
uncertainty in India, Jeffrey, Jeffery and Jeffery (2008) explore how the freedoms and 
opportunities that are opened up by educational attainment are mediated by cultural forces. 
Engaging with Jean Drèze and Amartya Sen’s (1997) framing of education as a means towards  
greater social opportunity, they show that the assumption that India’s marginalised can be 
uplifted by schooling is contradicted by the struggles faced by ‘marginalized educated men to 
acquire work, political leverage and respect’ (Jeffrey, Jeffery & Jeffery 2008: 3-4). Complicating  
Drèze and Sen’s work, they propose a reading of ‘post-educational landscapes’ as ‘terrains of social 
and political struggle’ (Jeffrey, Jeffery & Jeffery 2008: 8) within which young people search for 
identity, security, meaning and respect.

The terrain upon which Himalayan citizens seek education-driven opportunities is one 
containing a central paradox: able to attain the education and skills that India’s expanding service 
sectors need, they are marginalised in the act of bringing their skills to the workplace –– pushed 
back by forces of discimination and racialised exclusion. Although attaining the goal that 
feminist scholar Kathi Weeks, in her critical analysis of work and employment, names the key 
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goal of generational advancement –– ‘attributes that will secure [...] forms of employment that 
can match if not surpass the class standings of their parents’ –– social progression remains 
uncertain (Weeks 2011: 6-7). Weeks’s work foregrounds the depoliticisation of labour and 
employment that has emerged in the United States in the neoliberal era, highlighting the 
naturalisation of waged work. As waged work has come to be seen as ‘necessary and inevitable, 
something that might be tinkered with but never escaped’, it has come to serve as a hegemonic 
practice that curtails our abilities to explore other social and political imaginaries (Weeks 2011: 
7). Engaging with this thought, anthropologists Sarah Besky and Alex Blanchette (2020) ask 
where such provocations can lead us in considering the situation in the Global South both in 
terms of both human and non-human labour. They recognise in Weeks’s confrontation with 
capitalist ethics of work and labour the refrain of classic anthropological discussions concerning 
peasant production, plantation economies and ecologies, and the concepts of anti-work and work 
refusal as forms of everyday resistance to subjugation (Scott 1976; Nash 1979; Wolf 2001; 
Sahlins 2013). Building upon this foundation, they ask what possibilities exist to formulate new 
constructions of work and nature within ‘troubled ecologies’ (Besky & Blanchette 2019: 19).

Attending to the specific formations of work, capital and nature interrogated by my research 
companions in and from Moro-Manga, it is clear that many recognised the simultaneity of their 
comparative betterment through cardamom cultivation and racialised exclusion from the benefits 
of education-driven social betterment. An anti-work (or anti-hustle) ethos was evident in the 
descriptions that my interlocutors gave of the comparative ease with which healthy cardamom 
plantations could provide for household needs. As the cardamom cutters made clear that 
morning as Alois and I watched them taking their morning tea, labouring for and with the fruits 
of cardamom was “no work at all” when compared to the conditions of life and labour that they 
had witnessed upon the adjacent Bengal plains. One Lepcha interlocutor explained her 
engagement with cardamom, in spite of its unstable returns, with an old proverb that expresses 
the Lepcha’s historical refusal to be brought into systems of cultivation: “we live on a hill so that 
we do not have to bend when we farm”.

In James Scott’s (2009) formulation of Zomia, what highland communities sought to escape 
from was not so much the lowland state as the marginalising labour practices that it demanded in 
order to reproduce itself. The small-scale social and ecological techniques practiced by state-
evading highland communities –– of shifting cultivation, oral history, and migration –– were not 
out-and-out rejections of these new political formulations; rather they facilitated ambitions to 
‘[adapt] to a world of states while remaining outside their firm grasp’ (Scott 2009: 337). Taking 
Zomia into the realm of economic and social history, C. Patterson Giersch (2010) has 
reconstructed nineteenth century trade routes and flows across the Himalaya, between Kham, 
Sichuan, and Yunnan, north of the Himalayan Massif, into South and Southeast Asia, finding 
links between Zomian peoples that substantially extended beyond those Scott describes as 
characteristic of highland-lowland relations. As Giersch shows, these trade patterns were practices 
through which peoples actively sought to participate in networks of trade, power and wealth on 
their own terms, resisting any incorporation into them that was deemed to be marginalising. 
Contemporary cardamom cultivation offers a commensurate technique –– a way of setting the 
rules of engagement with other places and other structures of labour; of avoiding the worst of the 
marginalisation faced by India’s dalits and adivasis by bringing the leverage of educational 
advancement and the security provided by commercial cardamom incomes. Yet, while successful 
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in elevating individuals out of the realm of marginalised footloose labour and into the service and 
hospitality sectors, the security of cardamom and attendant educational attainment cannot 
mitigate the racialised exclusion omnipresent in India’s labour market.

My interlocutors’ experiences of migrant labour on the plains led in many cases towards a 
reorientation of where they saw their opportunities as lying. For some interlocutors the solution 
was to attempt to build lives further afield. The increasing opportunities to work in the Persian 
Gulf provided sufficient attraction for some interlocutors, one of whom was Mercedes, who had 
left Moro-Manga in 2009, at the age of 28, to work as a nanny in the United Arab Emirates. An 
educated woman with fluent English skills, she had found work through an employment agency 
in Siliguri and had been able to choose her employers, an expatriate American family, the father 
of which worked on civil engineering projects across the Gulf states. She quickly found herself 
embedded in the Nepali and South Asian migrant community, from whom she learned the social 
codes and mores and practical knowledge required to navigate the place in which she found 
herself. As is the case in other contexts, Mercedes engaged in the act of ‘reshaping the self ’ to 
meet the challenges of an environment that was challenging and often hostile (Smith & Gergan 
2015: 126). Mercedes was aware upon her departure for the Middle East that undertaking long-
term labour migration in her late-twenties might preclude the possibility of starting a family of 
her own, but accepted this cost. She came to reevaluate her choice to migrate when a crisis 
emerged in her family back in Moro-Manga. Her younger sister, Esther, had suffered from an 
illness –– subsequently diagnosed as schizophrenia –– since her early teenage years. This illness 
became more severe in 2010 and the financial costs of her treatment and care were soon onerous. 
Mercedes’s wage in the UAE had been large enough that she had been able to send back a 
remittance that subsidised her family’s income from cardamom during times of blight, and 
helped them to construct the small shop they ran from the front of their home. It also provided 
the funds for Esther’s treatment, which had involved medical care and priestly council. For 
several years, it seemed to her that this financial support was crucial for the care of her sister, until 
one day she began to think that it would be better for her to be present at home to help look 
after Esther and her children. While her pay and working conditions had been far better than 
those she could have expected had she laboured in India, the physical distance from her family 
and inability to make frequent trips home were a significant personal cost. Although she was glad 
that her good education had been able –– for a time –– to afford her new experiences and means 
of contributing to her family, she told me that she was glad to have returned, to be once again a 
resident of her household in Moro-Manga.

For other interlocutors, the benefits conferred by cardamom incomes were seen to be 
something that could be built upon in situ, and over time –– particularly towards the end of my 
field research period –– many young interlocutors returned from labouring elsewhere with the 
view to making their lives anew in Moro-Manga. For some, dreams of establishing a trekking 
company or homestay were intertwined with the thought that it might be better to play the role 
of welcoming host than that of reluctant guest. For my friend Thomas, such opportunities were 
entwined with the desire to promote the culture of the hills, which he saw in part as an act of 
resistance against the region’s incorporation into the state of West Bengal and the characterisation 
of Indian Nepalis as not quite of the nation. Working in a visa fulfillment office in Siliguri, his 
Bengali colleagues had pointedly referred to the hills as “our Himalaya” (B. amādēra Himalaya), 
in his mind staking a claim to the region as belonging to West Bengal rather than to the region’s 
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Nepali and Himalayan peoples. Upon his return to Moro-Manga, he began to set up a tour and 
trekking company with the purpose of showing people from all over India the real Nepali 
character of the hills. 

Besky and Blanchette suggest that ‘the shifting participants, values, and rhythms underlying 
capitalist work’ provoke the question as to who should be considered a protagonist in the study 
of labour (Besky & Blanchette 2019: 1). For Thomas, these new professional goals were attempts 
at repositioning himself as a more active protagonist in the labour force, working in the service of 
cultural promotion. During his time in Siliguri he had begun to ask questions as to the proper 
ends of labour. His migrant journey had been a way of trying out another way of making a 
living, but he had found the experience marginalising and degrading. Upon returning, his 
immediate wish was to build something more sustainable for himself and the community. 

For many of my interlocutors with experience of the Indian labour market, their experiences 
elsewhere had given rise to the desire to see modern infrastructure come to the region (see 
Karlsson & Kikon 2019: 8). Some hoped that development could bring an increased activity that 
would see an end to the listlessness of underemployment, and to the dispelling of days through 
practices of timepass and roaming.

✽

This chapter has examined the experiences of my research companions’ periods of migrant labour 
in India beyond the Himalaya to show how the discrimination and marginalisation faced by 
citizens from India’s north-east close off opportunities for education-driven social advancement. 
It has foregrounded the complex and often contradictory ways in which they have sought 
material advancement within the shifting dynamics of belonging, citizenship, and ethnicity. The 
cosmopolitan practices of Himalayan migrants serve as responses to the ways in which the Indian 
borderlands have been brought spatially closer by India’s neoliberal economic transformations 
without commensurate erasure of the boundaries between the Indian mainstream and India’s 
‘others’. These practices show what it means to navigate alterity within one’s own nation, what 
Vinay Gidwani and Kalyanakrishnan Sivaramakrishnan name as the ‘historically deep experience 
of living in a state of flux, uncertainty, and encounter with difference’, which requires each 
individual to cultivate ‘that art of being which is able to straddle a political world of difference 
and deploy the technologies of one to some advantage in the other’ (Gidwani & 
Sivaramakrishnan 2003: 345).

In the final chapter I will go on to consider what it means to live in another state of flux –– 
that engendered by ongoing ecological change –– to ask which arts and technologies can respond 
to radical ecological uncertainty. What do striving and a refusal to strive mean when considered 
in relation to the conditions of anthropocene? What does it mean to confront the limits of 
aspiration, in a time when the logics of nature and labour are breaking down?
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7. Conclusion: cultivation and aspiration in the anthropocene

This thesis has examined what happens to commercial cultivators when the fertility of their crops 
is compromised by blight and disease that casts lives and aspirations into a state of suspension. 
From the middle of the twentieth century, until the arrival of Colletotrichum gloeosporioides leaf 
blight in 1998, Moro-Manga cultivators saw continued success from their transition away from 
subsistence cultivation and closer engagement with commercial cardamom production. As 
cardamom’s fertility remained, and prices continued to rise, investments into housing, 
infrastructure and education brought about rapid social advancement. Their labour was 
supplemented by that of migrant workers, to whom material and social ties were made. An 
expansion of cultivation into the high forest, cleared for further cultivation, brought about the 
zenith of the cardamom boom, but also the final destruction of the multispecies assemblages that 
had henceforth provided options for resource access and symbolic engagement with the region’s 
land and ecology. From that point, cultivators’ relations with the market were transformed from a 
situation where the market in cardamom offered opportunities for betterment, to one where 
engagement in it had become a compulsion (Meiksins Wood 2002). Absent the security of the 
‘double movement’ of mixed cultivation (Polanyi 1957; Dove 2011), and now tied into long-
standing debt relations, producers were subject to market imperatives with little recourse to 
mediation and limited access to alternative livelihoods. Moro-Manga cultivators had become 
bound to the cardamom market in order to access the means of life’s reproduction, just as it was 
about to fail them.

These conditions were not imposed upon smallholders; they were freely entered into as part 
of the expansion of the resource frontier that came about in the settlement to the Anglo-Bhutan 
War of 1865. When this frontier opened up, and as Nepali indigenous (janajati) cultivators 
settled in the region and made use of the colonial infrastructure serving the tea and timber 
industries, cardamom slowly emerged as the commodity most conducive to material betterment. 
These cultivators had lived in conditions of insecurity and marginality over at least the last two 
hundred years, when after Nepal’s unification in 1769, in-migration from the Kathmandu Valley 
and land and resource pressures displaced them from their lands in eastern Nepal and stimulated 
them to seek livelihoods further afield. They followed migration paths eastward and resettled on 
the expanding colonial frontier, yet were still subsistence farmers, unable to access the educational 
and social possibilities of a region developing due to its place as a centre of British colonial 
administration. Cardamom, in this case, was a golden ticket: a crop that required relatively little 
input in terms of labour or expenditure and which presented cultivators with unparalleled 
opportunities for advancement. By the middle of twentieth century, when the cardamom boom 
began, they were well placed to improve their circumstances and over successive generations 
achieve a level of social mobility.

Traditional conceptualisations of the rural developmental trajectory hold the assumption that 
an improvement in circumstances is inevitable for farmers who integrate themselves successfully 
into the market, and that those whose productive capacity is insufficient to compete will find 
themselves subsumed into wage work on large farms or in other sectors of the economy. This 
picture, grounded in the agrarian transition that took place in Europe in earlier centuries, 
presupposes that processes of displacement, dispossession and job creation will somehow be 
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contemporaneous, and that all classes of people will have the same access to jobs (Li 2011: 293). 
As Tania Murray Li highlights, so enshrined is this logic that the World Bank’s World 
Development Report names the principal task of developing nations the management of the 
transition of rural populations in the wake of market engagement, to overcome an inherent and 
‘deep inertia in people’s occupational transformation’ (World Bank 2008: 26; see Li 2011). 

In reality, however, engagement with markets is one filled with puzzles, many of which serve 
to highlight the multiplicity of ways in which market engagement bestows onto smallholders 
other forms of vulnerability. Jonathan Rigg, Katie J. Oven, Gopi Krishna Basyal and Richa 
Lamichhane (2016) have recently characterised these traps as ‘precarity’, borrowing from the 
literature on precarious lives in other places (e.g. Standing 2011) to see how in Nepal 
smallholders’ embeddedness in markets exposes them to shocks (Rigg et al. 2016). In their 
reading, rather than market-oriented cultivation offering productive opportunities, it is common 
that farmers find themselves caught between two forms of uncertainty: the precarity of market 
fluctuation, and the vulnerability of subsistence agriculture.

In highlighting this double bind, the authors bring into question developmental logics 
predicated upon the notion that vulnerability and unsustainability are an inherent part of rural 
poverty (see also Wisner et al. 2004; Scoones 2009). They question the received understanding of 
vulnerability as a set of historical inheritances that can be overcome through developmental 
interventions. Noting that ‘development tends not to pay great attention to the ways in which 
contemporary processes of development may themselves be marginalising’, they argue that the 
key to the puzzle of ongoing uncertainty in the face of economic development is an interrogation 
of how processes that bring wealth also summon precarity (Rigg et al. 2016: 63).

Agrarian livelihoods have always been freighted with chance and uncertainty. Fluctuations in 
demand, pricing, productivity and rain make cultivation a gamble that smallholders may choose 
to mitigate through strategies of diversification, such as those that Astrid Stensrud (2019) has 
recently outlined in her account of Peruvian farmers hedging their bets between ‘safe milk’ and 
‘risky quinoa’ in an attempt to cushion the necessity of having good luck in contemporary 
agriculture. Diversity of cultivation provides some insurance against crop failure and price 
fluctuations, part of a toolset attuned to mitigating vulnerability, that may in places include crop 
rotation and fallowing. In Moro-Manga, neither of these techniques of mitigation are available to 
smallholders. The economic wealth brought by the market has been accompanied by an increased 
level of indebtedness to middlemen. Cardamom’s position as an unmatched source of income 
means that for most farmers diversification of lands would bring dramatically reduced returns, 
and the possibility of defaulting on debts. Indebtedness thereby acts as a limiting effect upon the 
viability of crop rotation, the cornerstone of pest control in tropical agriculture (Chaddad 2016; 
Francis 2005). As in other regions of India, exposure to market forces induces cultivators to pay 
greater attention to price signals than to the rotation requirements of their land (Jodha & Singh 
1990: A-29). In the absence of crop rotation, that might break the cycles of disease that strike at 
cardamom plantations, farmers find themselves tied to an agricultural ecosystem beset by blight 
and the ever-present spectre of harvest failure.

The whole-scale transformation of agricultural endeavour in Moro-Manga to commercial 
cardamom cultivation may have brought financial benefits and served to avoid other pitfalls, 
particularly some of the more deleterious effects of the Green Revolution such as soil erosion and 
the widespread dependency upon costly agricultural inputs seen in other parts of India (see Rigg 
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et al 2016; Pimental & Pimental 1990). Yet, the displacement of other forms of cultivation and 
exchange by market transactions has brought an uncertainty and stagnation that would seem to 
disprove the assumption long-held by proponents of the market, that ‘private vice can sustain the 
public virtue’. The triumph of a short-term transactional order has undermined the longer-term 
ecologies of the region, by simplifying them in order to make them legible (Parry & Bloch 1989: 
24; Scott 1998). This act of simplification has served to unleash the feral biologies of the 
plantation, turning crops and their pathogens into monsters and gods (Tsing 2017; Taussig 
1980).

To summarise this misfortune is not to find fault in the decisions that Moro-Manga 
smallholders made in engaging with the market. The steps that they took towards greater market 
engagement were ones taken with the aim of improving the material conditions of their lives. 
This engagement was voluntary, until with the final displacement of alternatives livelihoods it 
suddenly became compulsory. Even then, the decision that smallholders had taken to immerse 
themselves in cardamom was still paying off. 

The upward trajectory of Moro-Manga smallholders in the years before 1998 seemed to stand 
firmly on one side of the debate about the emancipatory possibilities of a neoliberalised, global 
economy for producers in the developing world. The history of smallholder social mobility 
realised through cardamom conformed with tales of success from other household-level 
enterprises, such the Tiruppur workers who Sharad Chari (2004) documents as having found in 
small garment manufacture the possibility for upward class mobility. In Chari’s ethnographic 
account, development in Tiruppur arose not through state intervention or the direction of landed 
elites, nor did it involve displacement or dispossession. Rather it was driven by locally-rooted 
peasant workers, who described their rise from impoverished origins to small business ownership 
as driven by fraternal bonds and noble, improving ‘toil’. Accumulation here is the product of a 
‘politics of work’ grounded in its locality, upon which ‘self-made men renovate colonial and 
agrarian meanings and practices in the everyday politics of the control of social labour’ (Chari 
2004: 275). Chari does not neglect the closed nature of social mobility, nor the forms of 
domination progress creates and depends upon: ‘both fraternal capital and gendered hegemony 
rely on articulations of sexed and caste bodies to social exclusion … [taking] gender and kinship 
dynamics out of the agrarian family into the control of social labour’ (Chari 2004: 281). As 
geographies of work are reformulated, so the production of place is intertwined with the forms of 
domination necessary to secure the accumulation of capital and control over a pool of available 
labour. Such an understanding questions the subaltern trope of ‘writing from below’: mobility 
among the peasant classes is seen to replicate a ‘masculine bourgeois liberal ideology rather than a 
proletarian critique of capitalism’ (Chari 2004: 276-7).

The arrival of Colletotrichum gloeosporioides leaf blight in Moro-Manga in the summer of 
1998 brought an end to an upward trajectory of social mobility built upon the domination of 
migrant labour and the mobilisation of family capital. In its place, smallholders fell back upon a 
system of familial and inter-household cooperation that has been sufficient to support the 
livelihoods of many households, holding them in situ as they ride out waves of disease and 
periods of precarity (cf. Li 2014b). These cultivators have been able to maintain their positions as 
others have been forced out from blighted landholdings. Endurance, however, has come with 
great costs –– to lives, livelihoods and aspirations. Choices made in the confrontation with blight 
have shaped life trajectories and social relations.
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On the morning of 14th August 2016, I walked with my neighbour Robert down a steep and 
winding path through the damp cardamom fields that connected our houses to the main roadline 
at Skyorutong. At the junction to the main road we turned right, climbing 50 metres to 
Mercedes’ house, outside of which was assembled a large and solemn crowd. In the back room, 
the body of her sister Esther was laid out. The previous morning, a neighbour had found Esther’s 
body hanging from an alder tree at the perimeter of the family’s cardamom fields.

As Robert and I walked the last few metres towards the house, a bicycle sped past the crowd, 
ridden by a boyish girl of around eight, with short, bobbed hair. “That is Esther’s eldest 
daughter”, Robert told me. On a flat stretch of road below the house stood a crowd of children of 
similar age. None of them were interested in riding the bicycle, but each time Esther’s daughter 
rolled down the hill, two or three children would quickly push her back up to the top without 
giving her a moment to pause. “Maybe she doesn’t quite understand what has happened… or she 
does, and the other children want her to forget”.

The morning was entirely overcast, promising rain. The gathering inside Mercedes’ house was 
not strictly a wake; Esther had yet to be been buried. Family members were staying with the 
body, taking turns in watching over her and praying for her soul. The front room of the house, 
adjacent to where she had been laid out, was decorated with flowers, and the tables inside were 
piled up with plates of food for the assembled mourners. By the front door, two male relatives 
took collections to help the family with their funeral expenses, writing the names of donors into 
a cloth-bound ledger book. As Mercedes came through to greet us, rain began to fall, driving 
indoors the mourners who had congregated on the street and in the yard outside.

Within the hubbub of voices, I caught snippets of attempts to understand the events that had 
transpired. “Yautaa baulaa manche”, one person exclaimed: “she was a crazy person”. Mr. Moses, 
a farmer from a nearby hamlet, disagreed. Yes, Esther had been hearing voices, but she had been 
much more than a crazy person. For one thing, he said, she had been a good mother to her 
children. As Mr. Moses spoke, I looked across the room. Mercedes was seated in a small group in 
the corner, her sister’s youngest child, no older than four, perched upon her lap. Mercedes’ 
departure in 2009, to work in the United Arab Emirates, had been precipitated by a series of 
crises. That summer, luirey had brought the latest in a series of poor harvests. Agricultural 
production in the region had already been stagnant for several years. Her family had watched as 
neighbouring households’ debts increased and fortunes dwindled. Mercedes’ flight to the UAE 
was a way of securing their own position: the remittances that she was able to send home served 
as a bulwark against agricultural precarity and suspension, and enabled the family to seek out care 
for Esther, whose husband had abandoned her and their children for a new life on the plains. 
Mercedes knew then that emigration would place an insurmountable distance between her and 
her family, and perhaps preclude her from establishing a family of her own. With her sister’s 
passing, she would now come to play a similar role to her kin to that which she had sacrificed. As 
her flight in 2009 had been necessary to mitigate the crises in agrarian production, now her 
continued presence at home was essential to practices of human cultivation and care.
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Development and aspiration in uncertain times

The desires for betterment and advancement in Moro-Manga are aspirations intertwined with the 
agency and potency of the ‘natural’ world. Human lives are supported by the life of flora; both 
human and non-human life are affected by the substances and forces that intrude upon them, 
upturning plans and contradicting the expected trajectories of development, adjourning the 
anticipated moment when goals are realised. As Roy Wagner asserted, we often come to know 
time through the technologies with which we engage the material world: ‘time could never be 
perceived’, Wagner argued, ‘without the distinctions we impose upon it’ (Wagner 1981: 73). As 
Morten Nielsen has more recently written, drawing upon Wagner’s work, temporal distinctions 
are often grounded in the tricks and devices we use to mark out exactly where we stand in time’s 
ongoing continuum (Nielsen 2014: 166). These often come in the forms of work, craft and 
labour. 

The ongoing presence of older techniques and technologies holds the potential to blind us to 
the fact that the time we currently inhabit is never quite that which came before. Aspirations may 
be maintained when the conditions necessary for their realisation have already passed. 
Throughout this thesis, I have aimed at giving an account of my interlocutors’ desires and 
aspirations as they manifest in the precarious and suspended agricultural conditions of the 
cardamom smallholdings of the eastern Indian Himalaya. I have shown how through acts of 
labour and care my research companions sought to cultivate their lives in times of ongoing crisis, 
and to keep hold of their desires for betterment and development.

Lauren Berlant’s reading of individuals’ attachments to compromised conditions of possibility 
complicates the received understanding of aspiration as a universally positive ideal (Berlant 
2011). For Berlant, a sense of ‘cruel optimism’ pervades when the realisation of goals is found to 
be an impossible fantasy, or revealed to be ‘too possible, and toxic’ (Berlant 2011: 24). A 
continuity of form can freeze in time a subject’s sense of how to live and move forward in the 
world, even as they are in the midst of radical change. “We used to have so much change in our 
fields”, one acquaintance told me, mirroring the ways in which several interlocutors would recall 
the past as a time of diversified cultivation. “Now we just have this one thing.” His words seemed 
to express a continuity that belied the fundamental transformation in growing conditions 
brought about by blight. While the techniques of cardamom cultivation have remained largely 
the same, labouring practices and household fortunes have been utterly transformed, as 
smallholders have persisted with cardamom in the wake of blight.

The ecological landscape that cultivators engage is one fundamentally transformed by the 
encroachment of pathogens into human and floral lives. The account that many interlocutors 
gave of their increasing engagement with cardamom was one of a material and symbolic 
intertwining of human and floral agency that had brought a long trajectory of development and 
progress (see Chapter 1; cf. Sahlins 2013; Geertz 1963). These narratives were bookended by the 
moment in which the epistemic break was reached, generated by the arrival of floral pathogens 
(see Chapter 2; Foucault 1969; Bachelard 1986). 

In his history of the nineteenth-century French historian Jules Michelet, Roland Barthes 
argues against the present and the past being read as existing in a simple linear relationship. 
(Barthes 1987). Making the case for the ‘vegetal character of historic growth’, Barthes asks 
whether the seed and the flower are not ‘simply two more or less remote zones of the same 
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substance […]  merely the different moments of the same stem’ (Barthes 1987: 35). The 
precarious condition of cultivators in the present seems to stand in contrast to former stages of 
development characterised by material abundance; yet the fruits of past prosperity in Moro-
Manga exist in intimate relation to the suspension and stagnation that has subsequently ensued. 
Confounding the expectation of smallholder cultivation as encouraging practices of 
environmental stewardship and resource conservation (Netting 1993: 320), in the eastern 
Himalaya intensive cardamom cultivation has led to a degradation of the region’s ecology that has 
rendered cultivators’ lives ones of stagnation and precarity. 

In this account, I have tried to weave together the effects of this ecological shift, as it has 
resonated through practices of cultivation, labour relations, acts of consumption and 
commensality, and practices of migration and mobility. In doing so, I have attempted to show 
the myriad ways in which the world smallholders inhabit, with all its possibilities and aspirations, 
comes into being through multispecies assemblages, and the ability for these interrelations to be 
maintained during times of environmental flux. This flux can in fact be a stimulus for a 
reappraisal of the role that interspecies entanglements play in human desires. As Anna Tsing 
suggests, ‘as progress tales lose traction… it becomes possible to look differently’ (Tsing 2015: 22; 
see also Viveiros de Castro 2015). As ecological and agrarian circumstances have waxed and 
waned, so my research companions’ appraisals of their time have been remade.

My interlocutors understandings of environmental change often melded together an 
understanding of the immediate and lived transformations that had been made to the 
environment with broader narratives of global ecological and climatic change. Collectively, this 
was a multivocal appraisal of the overarching ecological changes that my interlocutors had 
witnessed, and in part generated. Research into indigenous perspectives of broader environmental 
change has highlighted the increasing interplay of local and global perspectives on changing 
environments, as communities absorb and respond to evolving science, policy and opinion 
(Sherpa 2014), but also often experience erasure and silencing as their critiques of state responses 
to environmental degradation are re-framed as naïve or conspiratorial (Mathur 2014: 89). The 
explanations and understandings of ecological and environmental change that my interlocutors 
gave were informed by both the history of colonial and postcolonial transformations in the 
region, and the larger discourses that were circulating about environmental change. Many field 
companions of all ages discussed changes to the environment with reference to (English 
language) terms such as ‘global change’ and ‘globalisation’, and an attentiveness to the longer 
histories of economic and agrarian development.

Tashi Gyatso, an elderly farmer who recalled well many of the material transformations that 
had taken place in the region over the past half century (see Chapter 5), gave an account of 
longer-term environmental change that melded together local and global understandings:

20-25 years back the water would freeze. But with globalisation it is like the sun has become 
a little nearer (gaum alik talla aiekocha)... Before we could work in the mornings. Now we 
cannot bear the morning sun...

His account was deeply interwoven with remembrances of the colonial histories of environmental 
change and management that he knew from his youth:
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I was told when I was a boy that all this –– all of our village –– used to be just hunting lands. 
From Moro bazaar to here it was all just bamboo groves that were full of bears and tigers. 
Back then we were just living on chang (millet beer), but the British planted tea here that we 
grew to like. Then they planted bamboo which shaded other crops, and ourselves, from the 
sun... Then we cut all that down, to plant all of this cardamom…

Like Tashi Gyatso, many older interlocutors had seen extensive change to the mixed environment 
that preceded the extension of the cardamom forest. They often grounded their answers in a sense 
of what had been lost. To many, broader environmental changes were the cause of the blight and 
disease that they now found in their immediate surroundings. Several interlocutors said that they 
had been able to foresee the coming of luirey in the years before 1998. Great changes had taken 
place in the environment during this time, particularly to weather patterns, and these were the 
precursor to the problems that came from the soil. Bhavisana, the farmer and shopkeeper who 
provided so much support to households in the summer of 1998 (see Chapter 2) told me that 
broader environmental change was the source of the environmental toxins now present in her 
surroundings. “There is too much change now, and we have made it happen”, she told me, going 
on to describe an acceleration and mixing of human activity that was altering the local 
environment (cf. Erikson 2016). “Everything is changing so quickly, that soon all of our nature 
will be transformed by things like luirey.”

My younger interlocutors, by contrast, were were more likely to speak of what would be lost 
if development, or the wrong type of development, came to the region. Age, like gender, as Jane 
Dyson has asserted, shapes the ways in which individuals in the Himalaya develop ‘close, affective 
relationships with “nature”’ and the environmental understandings that result from such 
engagements (Dyson 2015: 50). “Our nature here is an island…”, one young interlocutor 
declared towards the end of my stay, “but it is becoming corrupted” (Hamro prakriti aphno choma 
ho, tara dui numberé bhayo). At the same time, and often in the same breath, younger 
interlocutors would assert the need for the ‘right’ kind of development to come to the region. 
Recognising that the futures that had been built upon cardamom were more tenuous and 
unstable than they had been for their parents’ generation, younger interlocutors were searching 
for more economically sustainable livelhoods.

In their search for material betterment, Moro-Manga smallholders do not conform to the  
expected place of marginal peoples in the anthropocene, whose lives are seen to be affected most 
severely by transformations that they have not caused. To many writers in the developing body of 
anthropocene research, this is what is most troubling about the terms of debate: the potential for 
the stem ‘anthropo’ to blind us to the true cause of our present predicament and the likely 
locations of its unfolding. In Andreas Malm and Alf Hornborg’s thinking it is the domination of 
the anthropocene debate by scholars in the natural sciences that has worked to elide greatly 
differentiated sections of humanity into one all-responsible entity, while reducing the significance 
of notions of power and culture in processes of environmental change (Malm & Hornborg 2014; 
2016). Intra-species inequalities, they argue, are a fundamental part of the history and present of 
the ongoing crisis, in large part due to the singular emergence but uneven distribution of the 
fossil fuel economy (see Malm 2016). Donna Haraway makes a similar point:
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Most peoples on this planet have precisely not lived and exercised the same kinds of processes 
that break generations, that radically simplify ecologies, that drastically force labor in a mass 
way that creates a kind of global transformation and global wealth that is in and of itself 
genocidal and extinctionist. That is not a species act; it’s a situated historical set of 
conjunctures (Haraway and Tsing 2019: 4)

Moro-Manga cultivators continued engagement with cardamom in the face of blight and 
ecological breakdown shows how forces of global transformation can draw people into these 
processes of ecological simplification. The installation of colonial networks of trade and market 
relations in the eastern Himalaya stimulated cultivators to abandon diversified and long-term 
forms of cultivation in favour of the short-term transactional order of the market. This was a one-
way process that, having passed a point of no return, could no longer be disengaged from, as 
cultivators found that debt relations and a lack of alternatives compelled them to remain with the 
new ecological and social relations of market cultivation, even as these began to be tainted by the 
poisons that emerged in the form of toxic substances, sorcery, and stagnation. 

Cultivators’ ongoing engagement with cardamom and its toxins offers an insight into the 
permanent condition of ecological change, of how people can attempt to continue to live and 
aspire in capitalist ruins (Tsing 2015). If writing about more-than-human actors is a difficult 
endeavour (see Hinchliffe et al 2005), then Moro-Manga cultivators’ understandings of their own 
entangled agency shows how subjects’ voices contain the power to illuminate their relations with 
the environment, that in turn mediate relations with broader forces. As my interlocutors’ 
understandings of environmental and socio-economic change show, posthumanist concerns can 
be enlightened through postcolonial readings, serving to build a critical engagement that marries 
consideration of human history and political economy to an account of our more-than-human 
world (cf. Wolfe 2003). 

✽

In the first weeks of the final autumn of my fieldwork, I received an unexpected visitor. I had not 
seen Augustine in several weeks, and his sudden arrival immediately made me concerned that 
there might be an illness or crisis in the family, but he said that all was well. I asked how his 
children were getting along with their school work. For the past decade, Augustine had been a 
single father to two daughters, after their mother left to begin a new life with a wealthy 
commercial trader. He said that all was fine, but during a brief pause in our conversation 
suddenly explained, “It is money, bhai. It is very hard at the moment, with the money crisis... 
Could I borrow some? Five hundred only...” He explained that he needed to urgently buy fresh 
saplings to replant an area of his main field that was badly affected by blight. In a few years, when 
these saplings would begin to give their first fruits, his daughters would be graduating from high 
school. The eldest wished to continue on to college, and only cardamom money would be able to 
support this dream. After handing him the money, and talking over a cup of sweet milk tea, he 
quickly left, running out to catch up with the sapling seller. At the edge of the plot of land where 
my house sat, where the path began to weave between cardamom fields, he abruptly stopped and 
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turned back to face me. “When do you leave?”, he called out. He had remembered that I was 
soon due to fly home. “Don’t worry”, I shouted. “I hope they are good saplings.” “Yes bhai”, he 
called back, “I also hope… I also hope…”

Coda

In November 2019, I returned to the eastern Himalaya for a month-long period of fieldwork, the 
main task of which was to be the creation of detailed follow-up surveys of price fluctuations and 
harvests, to see how the condition of cardamom cultivation had changed during my three years 
of absence. My excitement and anticipation at returning to Moro-Manga after so many years 
away was immediately cut short, when I fell ill after eating at a new restaurant in Kalimpong 
town. From my sick bed, I telephoned my friend Thomas to say that as a result of falling ill, I 
expected to arrive in Moro-Manga a few days later than planned. “Please be careful”, he 
instructed me. “There are so many new places to eat now, and they are making a lot of people 
sick… we do not know what is in that food. You should just take dal bhat (lentils and rice) from 
now on.” 

Excited at the prospect of meeting each other again, we spoke at length about the 
developments and transformations that were taking place in and around Kalimpong, which had 
been designated as its own district shortly after my departure from India. The new restaurant in 
which I fell ill was part of wave of commercial premises that had been established, part of a 
commercial boom in Kalimpong town. During our call, I asked Thomas if he thought I had been 
poisoned in the restaurant. Of course it was poison, he said, but not one given in quite the same 
way that I had been poisoned in Moro-Manga. This time it had not been the work of a 
malevolent sorcerer, merely an untrustworthy business owner. “They just want to make money, 
and they sell rotten foods. They don’t care who gets sick…” Development, it seemed, was once 
again bringing new poisons.

Thomas’s tone became more excited when he asked if I had heard about the new road that 
was to be constructed between Siliguri and Gangtok. This was aimed at linking the Bengal plains 
to the northernmost parts of Sikkim, currently served by only one national highway, NH10, 
which is regularly closed due to landslides. I had seen a map of the new route in the Himalayan 
Times: it was to pass through the village of Lava, east of Kalimpong. On the telephone, however, 
Thomas told me that the route was again under consideration. “They are talking about putting 
the road through Moro-Manga”, he exclaimed. Was that a good thing? I asked. Would it bring 
the kind of development that would bring be good for the village? “Yes, it would be good”, he 
told me. “We would be so developed by this… in the future, we would not even need our 
cardamom…”
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APPENDIX A: MORO-MANGA KHASMAHAL

Area of Village (hectares) 1,995.52
Number of Households 1,031
Population 5,290 (2,721 males; 2,569 females)
Scheduled Castes 274 
Scheduled Tribes 1,138
Total workers 2,347

MAIN WORKERS* 1,644
Cultivators 1,225
Agricultural labourers 197
Household industry workers 21
Other workers 201

MARGINAL WORKERS 703
Cultivators 64
Agricultural labourers 461
Household industry workers 46
Other workers 132

Non-workers 2,943

*Main workers and marginal workers are identified according to whether the individual has recorded more than 183 
days of labour in a single year.

APPENDIX A: Census data for Moro-Manga Khasmahal (Directorate of Census Operations 2011)
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APPENDIX B: HOUSEHOLD SURVEY DATA

LANDHOLDINGS BY CASTE GROUP

CASTE/
TRIBE n LANDLESS < 1 

ACRE
1-2 
ACRES

2-3 
ACRES

3-5 
ACRES

5-10 
ACRES

> 10 
ACRES

Rai 
(ST*) 22 0% 0% 18% 9% 36% 27% 0%

Lepcha 
(ST) 10 0% 0% 0% 20% 40% 40% 0%

Sherpa 
(ST) 2 0% 0% 0% 100% 0% 0% 0%

Kulung 
(Rai) 
(ST)

4 75% 0% 25% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Lohar 
(SC**) 1 0% 0% 0% 100% 0% 0% 0%

HARVEST SIZE BY CASTE GROUP

CASTE n 0 < 1 MANN*** 1-2 MANN 2-3 
MANN

3-5 
MANN

5-10 
MANN

>10 
MANN

Rai (ST) 22 0% 27% 9% 9% 27% 27% 0%

Lepcha 
(ST) 10 0% 20% 0% 40% 20% 20% 0%

Sherpa 
(ST) 2 0% 0% 0% 50% 50% 0% 0%

Kulung 
(ST) 4 0% 25% 50% 25% 0.00% 0% 0%

Lohar 
(SC) 1 0% 100% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

*Scheduled Tribe
**Scheduled Caste
***One mann, the common measurement of cardamom, is equal to 40kg

APPENDIX A: Household survey data, undertaken for 39 households in the region


