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Society, Culture and Livelihoods

4.1. Background

Society is a total representation of intricate human relationships that grows out of action. It
can be defined as collection of individuals united by certain relations or mode of behaviour
which differentiate them from others who do not enter into these relations or who differ with
them in terms of behaviour. It also refers to the complex organized associations and
institutions within a community. Society can also be described as a group of people who
interact based on a common culture; where ‘Culture’ is a pattern of ideas, customs and
behaviours as well as the way of life shared by a particular people or society.

There are five basic components of a society, viz. Population, Culture, Material Product,
Social organization and Social institution. Here, population represents demographic
characteristics of a population which includes age, sex, skill, education, occupation etc.
Material product includes objects or belongings of human being. Social organization is a
pattern of relationship between and among individuals and social groups (social group means
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when two or more people collectively have a sense of unity). Social institution is a system
that ascribes role, responsibility, rights and reward approaches and mechanism of a society.

Culture incorporate values, norms, beliefs, knowled ge, language and symbols where
value denotes a principle or standard as a behavior that is considered as important or
desirable. Norms are informal understandings that govern the behaviour of members of a
society or an established orderly way that groups or individuals look at philosophical views.
Knowledge represents know-how, skill and understanding about certain concepts, functions,
relationships, etc. Language is the means of communication, symbol represents specific
perceptions, ideology etc.

Livelihood means making a
living and it covers fulfillment
of basic necessities of life
which incorporate security of
food, shelter and clothing
along with health and
education. More specifically, a
livelihood comprises the
capabilities, assets and
activities required for a means
of living. A livelihood is
sustainable when it can cope
with and recover from stresses
and shocks and maintain or
enhance its capabilities and
assets both in present and in
the future, while not
undermining the natural
resource base.

Society, culture and livelihood
are linked mainly through
environmental context where
people live. Ecological setting
of a region, where people live in, is a factor that determines many aspects of social and
cultural practices. The social group formation and its structural pattern vary from region to
region with variation of ecological context. For example, small clan based groups have
small number of people sharing the same roots living in a small area having a low population
density. In such context, the ownership of natural resources also varies. Larger quantities
of natural assets remain under village, community or clan ownership; village forest, community
forest or clan forest which is most common in Himalayan regions of India. On the other
hand, in an area where population concentration is high, the social structure is different. For
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example, in densely populated river valley like Ganga —Brahmaputra basin area, social
system of the villages are mostly defined by contemporary government system only and no
specific institutions evolved because resources are mostly under individual ownership.

Scarcity of natural resources and other environmental stresses or threats like drought, flood,
storm etc. promotes different social system or institutions, customs and livelihood practices
which may help in developing resilience or disaster risk reduction strategies. In many water
stressed areas, there are social institutions for community based management of water
resources, like traditional Dong management committees among the Bodo communities of
Northern Plain of Assam?!. ‘Pani Panchayat’? which is a modern system developed under
VO's initiatives for ground water management. Likewise, with variation of ecological contexts,
different livelihood practices also vary. For example, in Himalayan highland there are nomadic
herding practices among the Guijjar or Bakarwals?® of Jammu and Kashmir, Brokpa nomadic
herding occupational group of Monpa* tribes of Arunachal Pradesh. Similarly in coastal
regions, river valley areas or in wetland areas there are many communities who earn their
livelihood through fishing having different social groups and institutions in relation to their
occupation. For example, Pattanavars® are the dominant fisher group residing along the
Bay of Bengal coast, from the East Coast on the Krishna River in Andhra Pradesh to
Nagapattinam, Tamil Nadu. They have their own internal governance system; every settlement
has one or more headmen called ‘Yejamanan/Nattamayi’, who are assisted by Thandakaran
and a Paraiyan Chalavathi. Basic function of these institutions is to maintain social security
of the community, because they have different environmental threats being in a coastal
environment.

In many circumstances, all the components of a society either discourage or promote social
changes or development. Sometime, changes of ecological context in general or natural
resource base in particular, changes the people’s livelihood practices which in turn result in
changes in the social aspects and cultural practices too. For example, there are migrations
of people from flood or drought affected areas of the country to urban or industrial areas in
search of alternative livelihoods as their original livelihood practices in rural areas are in
danger under adverse environmental impact. In such contexts, when people migrate to
urban or industrial area, occupational changes takes place which lead to social change in
a larger context. Introduction of a certain technology and its adaptation by the community
also influences the livelihood practices leading to social and cultural changes. Similarly
following the impacts of natural disasters or environmental stresses like flood or drought,
the male members of a family may migrate to urban settlements for alternate source of
income. This can have an impact on the family structure and change of family leadership
to women members of the family, eventually leading to changing social dynamics and
cultural practices. So, multidimensional aspects are interlinked with society, culture and
livelihood. However, in the present context this sub theme will focus on the understanding
of the relations between the following components (table-4.1) given below and such relations
can be tuned for sustainable development.
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Table- 4.1. Relationship among Society, Culture and Livelihood
Society Culture Livelihood
Individual Belief system ( social /| Primary (mining/agrculture
religious) ffizhing! amimal husbandry etc.)

Family { Jaint /nuclear) Means of communication | Secondary (value addition

activities)

Clan Symbalism and motive Tertiary (frade and commernce |
miscellaneous services &tc.)

Occupational group Technology

Cultural group Means of economy

Ethnic group Food systems

Interest group Fastivals

Institutions related to NEM | Art and craft

and Livelinood

4.2. Focus of the Sub-theme

The primary objective of this sub-theme is to explore, document and analyze the role of all
the components of a society and culture; how it promotes cogent living, quality and dignity
of life or encourage sustainable lifestyles. At the same time, it will also focus on how the
components of society and environmental opportunity of people promote livelihood practices
which leads to sustainable lifestyle with security of ecosystem. One can explore critical
linkages among society, culture and livelihood components and identify means to achieve
sustainable lifestyles with a responsible production and consumption system with the objective
of demystification of superstitions & myths and redefine cultural value systems.

4.3. Logical Framework
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4.4. Scope

4.4.1. Natural resource management

In certain communities and societies, culture and traditions evolve around the livelihoods of
people. Accordingly, these livelihoods and related exposure to its natural resource allow
these communities to develop specific knowledge of managing the natural resources they
have. For example, Hira communities of Assam are traditional potters and have specialized
knowledge including what type of soil, where from the soil should be collected at what time
of the year. Several customs, societal norms are practiced by these communities some of
which are - only the women members make pottery items while male members collect the
specific type of soil. The earthen pottery, Hiramanu® is not merely an occupation for them,
but it also depicts their traditional knowledge, customs, creativity, craftsmanship and caste
identity of Hira society apart from the knowledge on managing the required soil resources.

Similarly many communities have such traditional institutions and management practices
related to Common Property Resources (CPR) which provide them food, fodder, fuel, fiber
etc. to sustain their livelihood. Best examples are seen among the Khasi of the Meghalaya,
Apatani of Arunachal Pradesh, Gond tribes of Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand, etc. New and
innovative approaches under the changing contexts of present day scenario may also
contribute towards new livelihood opportunities by facilitating better nature resource
management practices.

One may think on similar lines while conceptualizing project area in their respective geo-
ecological regions.

101



4.4.2. Biodiversity / Wildlife conservation

Traditional customs, norms and beliefs within a society that promote biodiversity conservation
to a great extent ensures sustainable livelihoods for communities. From experiences and
observation, indigenous communities living in harmony with nature have realized that
conservation of biological resources are important for their life and livelihood and thus needs
attention. Such realization has taken the form of conserving the agricultural crop diversity,
fish diversity and has been integrated in the culture and folk traditions of the society. For
example, restriction of fishing during the breeding season promotes conservation of local
fish species available in natural environment and thus ensures the livelihood security of
fishing communities. Similarly among the Bodo Community of Assam people with the surname
Mushahary believe that they have certain relationship with tigers and hence killing of tiger is
considered as a taboo among them. Similarly among the Karbi tribe people with surname of
Teron think of them as descendants of Hornbill and hence killing of Hornbill among Teron is
considered as a taboo. Similarly, safeguarding Khejri tree, Black buck and Chinkara are
considered as sacred duty among the Bishnoi community in Rajasthan. The tradition of
conservation of snake groves (Sarpakkavu) in Malabar and Travancore are some examples
of the integral relationship between culture and biodiversity conservation.

In contemporary contexts also, cultural norms, societal traditions and conservation of
biodiversity can give rise to new aspects of livelihoods like eco-cultural tourism. Community
cultures and traditions, ethnic cuisines etc. are centered around biological diversity and
have immense potential for modern day concepts like eco-tourism, photography etc. Concepts
like home stay, village tour have opportunities for embedding cultural norms and practices
with biological diversity and their conservation for better livelihood opportunities. So, a new
and innovative approach towards these aspects can contribute towards achieving sustainable
development.

4.4.3. Climate change resilience and / or disaster  risk reduction

The indigenous communities have their own mechanisms of adaptation to any changes in
their environment or any type of disasters. These knowledges or mechanisms are many a
time part and parcel of their culture and social set up linked with their livelihoods. These
customs, traditions within such groups and communities can help them in preparing efficient
strategies for disaster risk reduction (DRR) as well contribute towards climate resilient
development. These traditions or cultures are inherited or are acquired by the communities,
sometimes with conscious interest towards its applicability or sometimes without. For example,
chaang ghar (bamboo-platform house) is the traditional housing system of Mishing
communities from Assam. Chaang ghars are considered integral to the social system of
these communities and their cultural behavior, festivals, rituals are integrated to these housing
patterns. However, it is important to know that these chaang ghars are important from the
point of reducing the flood risk as they are built on bamboo poles maintaining a certain
height above the maximum flood level which reduce the risks of damage from floods. Similar
practices are available among other communities as well. A number of indigenous building
practices that have prevented collapse of structures in seismic zones include Koti
Banal architecture of Uttarakhand, Dhaji Diwari of Kashmir, Bhongas of Kutch, brick-nogged
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wood frame (Brick nog is a construction technique in which bricks are used to fill the vacancies
in a wooden frame) constructions in Himachal Pradesh and bamboo based Ekra constructions
in Assam, India are examples of disaster risk reducing cultural techniques. Similarly, many
such communities, who dwell by the rivers are prone to risks of flood, follow the strict norms
of life skills swimming, riding a boat etc. These customs help them to manage disaster
situations.

On the other hand, traditional culinary practices bear significant potential for using in a DRR
strategy. Many communities have the tradition of sun-drying or smoke-drying of seasonal
food items as a part of their traditional cuisine. These food items can serve many purposes
viz. maintaining the traditional cuisine or culture, ensuring availability of food during flood or
drought etc. Communities in desert areas of Rajasthan are reported to have their own
wisdom of specific species, wild crops and plant, which can be grown and utilized during
drought or famine like conditions’.

In traditional societal systems of India, people tend to have more than one skill, thus making
them more resilient to any impacts of disaster or climate related stresses. Studies have also
indicated that forced migration is less among people or communities with multiple skills
than among the specialized livelihood practicing communities. So, learning different skills
like ploughing, bamboo artifacts making, boat making, implement making etc are considered
important among the farming communities across India, so that people have scope for
alternative income.

In contrary to these positive aspects, certain norms and traditions may also have negative
impacts on developing climate resilient communities as well as in reducing disaster risks. In
many Indian societal systems, women are not considered decision makers and are not
exposed to outdoor conditions. They are forbidden from ploughing, rowing boats, climbing
trees etc. Such restrictions and norms may push them to certain disadvantageous positions
during a disaster. So, a careful exploration of such aspects is required to make everyone in
the society resilient to climate induced or no-climatic disasters.
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4.4.4. Energy conservation and management

Societies have their own culture and traditional methods for the energy conservation and
sustainability. Sustainable livelihood involves relationship between the culture, nature and
people. It is through culture that the society is able to innovate new technologies, skills and
techniques for the conservation of the energy. For example, in rural parts of India, vast
majority of the households are dependent on firewood for cooking. To conserve energy and
manage the resources, they have alternatives like sun drying, pickling which provide them
nutritious food while
conserving energy. There
are many examples of such
practices in different geo-
ecological regions of India
among the mountain,
coastal, river valley dwellers,
which differ from each other
in terms of food products and
processes. Moreover,
among many rural
communities where joint
family structures are
prevalent, they have
provision for common food
preparation and dining for all
the members. Sanjha chulah
(community oven) as an
outcome of community
kitchen from northern India
is a good example of this.
Such cooking and dining
practices also help in saving
cooking energy because
same number of people if
they live in nuclear families
may require more energy and human-hours for cooking. The same is also true in the case of
energy for lighting, recreation, etc. in joint families.

Traditional housing systems practiced in rural areas of India, are based on local climatic and
environmental situations, which help them to avoid excessive use of energy for cooling or
warming the houses in summer or winter.

There is a need of scientific verification and documentation of such best practices of energy
use or conservation as well as identifying and documenting the linkages to socio-cultural
practices and traditions. At the same time, it is also important to identify livelihood potentialities
in relation to domestic energy demand in rural context.
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4.4.5. Sustainable production and consumption

Unsustainable production and consumption practices lead to an increased pressure on natural
resources and long term impacts on the environment. In India, traditional practices that are
sustainable and environment friendly continue to be a part of people’s lives. India has a
history of low carbon footprint and lifestyle®.

Most indigenous communities prefer to use hand-made products that are made from locally
available resources. Maximizing the use of resources available around is a cultural practice
followed by most of them. A classic example of sustainable production and consumption in
Indian tradition is the banana plant. Different parts of the plant are used for different purposes.
While the fruits have immense food value, banana florescence or flower and also stem is
consumed as vegetable in traditional cuisine. The leaves are used as food serving plates
and for packing food items, before or after cooking. The outer sheath of the stem is used to
make food bowls for community or religious rituals as well as to provide shade to the newly
transplanted vegetable seedlings in the crop fields. Further, the underground part of the
banana stem is used to prepare a natural bicarbonate by sun-drying and burning which
have multiple uses like culinary use, as detergent and for medicines. Further, banana stem
also yields fibre which is traditionally used to tie leafy vegetables and such other tender
items for ease of carrying and now a days are used for making handicraft and handloom
items. Rafts made of banana stems are in wide use in many cultures. It is a common practice
to plant banana as part of a backyard/kitchen garden to safely manage the grey water. So,
from the same plant, we are able to get many different products and services which make
the production and consumption processes less waste generating and sustainable. In the
states like Kerala, Tamilnadu, Karnataka, Assam etc., jackfruit trees have such multiple
uses in traditional systems, thereby reducing the amount of wastage. Apart from that, we
have many multi-purpose plant species which can cater to more than one needs.

Similarly, across India, we find various indigenous techniques, ideas,
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4.4.6. Sanitation and health

Society and culture have major impact on sanitation and health. In the society, traditional
and cultural beliefs have certain sanitation practices that have major impact on the status of
the health.

Traditional medicine and healing practices are integral part of Indian societies. From ages,
people in India have learnt to use locally available medicinal plants for curing various diseases.
Similarly many sanitation, hygiene and cleanliness related customs are in place across
different communities. Every religion, culture and tradition had their own sanitation practices
which are influenced by their cultural and religious beliefs. For example, in Indian culture
there are various hygiene and sanitation practices that needs
to be followed like-
1. Washing of feet and hands before entering the house.
2. Mode of drinking water without contact with lips
3. Washing of hands after urination or defecation with
cow dung —ash or mud if they have no bad odour
4. Rinsing of mouth after waking up.

While some of such practices have positive health
benefits like avoiding foods that can cause or
aggravate certain ailment or can contribute towards
reducing the health burden, many of these customs
and traditional beliefs also have negative impacts. For example, among rural communities,
new borne babies are not allowed to have the first milk or colostrum of the mother. Such
practices are also followed in case of reared animals, though this deprives them from life-
saving, nutrient rich colostrum which is beneficial for their health. Similarly, pregnant and
lactating women are restricted to have some particular food items like sour foods (lemon or
lime), which may have an impact on their nutrition. Practices like non construction of the
toilet in the residential campus, which is followed by many Indian communities has led to
open defecation and resulted in various health issues.

Sanitation and health related customs are also linked to gender dimensions of the society.
Women, in traditional Indian households are bestowed with responsibilities of managing
water for the family as well as cooking and cleaning of the houses. While doing so, such
customs and practices increase the work burden on women (including girl children) with
eventual negative impact on their health. Women generally do not get their proper share of
food as they eat only after the male members of the family, thus are more prone to malnutrition.
Similarly, menstruation related customs and taboos increase inconvenience of the women
members in the family apart from increasing associated health risks. Use of unhygienic
practices or items during menstrual cycle increase the possibilities of reproductive health
disorders and can pose risks to their lives. In some parts of the country the traditional
menstrual hygiene practice where post-puberty females have to live in isolation having
restrictions on food habits. This has adverse effect on the physical and mental health. Thus
women’s health gets lesser priority under existing socio-cultural contexts and systems.
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Under such circumstances, we need to identify and analyse the positive and negative aspects
of sanitation and health related traditions existing in our society so that the best practices
can be promoted and harmful ones can be avoided. Understanding and optimizing the
societal practices on health and hygiene, and identifying the changes that needs to be
made can pave the pathway for a clean and healthy nation.

4.4.7. Use of technology and impact on society

Traditionally the technologies and tools were developed by the communities using locally
available material, skills based on local knowledge base to suit the local needs. Technology
has both positive and negative impacts on economic, politic, social and cultural structures
of modern society. In the late 1960s, Indian policy makers encouraged the use of western
based technology to improve agriculture productivity and tackle prevailing food scarcity in
the country. Such initiatives drastically changed the Indian agriculture scenario resulting in
the introduction of green revolution based technologies in India. The success was however
region specific and came at the cost of soil and water degradation, loss of crop diversity
owing to use of extensive chemical inputs and introduction of Genetically Modified(GM)
crops creating long term negative impacts on the entire ecosystem.

In traditional agriculture system the use of mechanised tools are very limited and practice of
community involvement is common. Due to absence of mechanised tools/equipment such
system needs collective effort of an entire community so that entire cycle can be accomplished
within the specific season. Such existing traditional practices engage the entire community
irrespective of gender with specific works being distributed among male and female members.
For example, in the North Eastern part of India, ploughing land and sowing of seeds are
done by male members whereas female members are associated with planting the saplings,
weeding and harvesting. Such practices ensure a minimum employment opportunity to every
household of a community. But, in recent times mechanised tools like power tiller, tractor,
thresher etc. are being extensively used. No doubt, adaptation of such modern machinery
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has improved the productivity and reduced human drudgery. One such technology we can
site here is tractor. Due to its adaptability and multi functionality it has been widely used by
farmers. Similarly, wide use of biotechnology including use of bio-fertilizers, genetic
engineering, tissue culture etc. has brought new hope for farmers from developed as well
developing countries. Another remarkable development is drip irrigation technology which
helps farmers for effective use of water.

It also imparts the society negatively. One such negative side of use of such advanced
technologies is the recent decline in opportunities for women. For example, introduction of
mechanical weeders have taken away job opportunities of women having a negative gender
role. Extensive use of big machinery in agriculture has led to the decline of invertebrates
like snails, earthworms, ants etc., thereby disrupting the overall ecosystem.

Hence we need technologies which are economically, environmentally and socially sustainable
so that we can improve the traditional system and at the same time keep the employment
opportunities alive.

One may think on similar lines while conceptualizing project area in their respective geo-
ecological regions.

4.4.8. New technologies and livelihood opportunitie S

New innovations in the field of renewable energy have brought many opportunities to rural
areas. It has helped fight against climate
change and at the same time are expected to
create a large pool of jobs for unskilled youths
in services related to sales, installation,
maintenance etc., if proper skill based training
is provided to them. Such employment will help
in opening up opportunities in remote areas
where agriculture is the key employment sector
at present.
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Advancement in solar technology will help
connecting more remote villages with clean
energy. Electrifying those rural villages will not
only give them access to electricity but will help
to extend their working hours, indirectly
boosting their earning capacity. Improvements
in the renewable energy sector like use of
energy efficient stoves, conversion of waste
into bio-gas etc. have resulted in the effective
utilization of waste. Such stoves emit relatively
very less smoke and thus lessen indoor air
pollution and reduce greenhouse gas
emissions. Better conversion efficiency of such
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technologies ensure less fuel being burnt which will directly or indirectly help in fighting
against climate change. It has a positive impact on women'’s health as well.

Advancement of electronics has been able to create more employment opportunities for the
youth in particular. Electronic gadgets like smartphones have boosted the connectivity, better
access to information and thus improving the quality of life. Manufacturing of various electronic
parts and assembling them to the final product have emerged as a potential industry for
livelihood creation in developing countries like India.

In the above mentioned perspective, one can assess the ground situation in their localities
about the availability and use of technology in different walks of life which leverage for
environmental safety, sanitation and health management; also having potentiality for
sustainable livelihood generation. At the same time, it is possible to identify the gaps in
technology services and assess the skilled manpower and skilling potentialities.

4.5. Project Ideas

Project — 1:

A Study on Traditional Homestead Garden of Your Loc  ality
with Its Potential for Climate Resilience

N
Introduction

In a traditional homestead garden, a
self-sustaining micro-ecosystem can be
observed which has different layers of
plants as producer; livestock, poultry ’
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Objectives

1. To identify and document species diversity in a homestead garden

2. To find the seasonal pattern of species availability and its significance

3. To analyse and document the social, cultural and gender dimensions of the homestead
garden

4. To document and analyze the potential/utility of the homestead garden under climate/
weather induced atrocities

5. To estimate the economic potential of a homestead garden under traditional management
system and comparing with the potential under new/innovative approach of management

Methodology
The suggested methodology for the study may include the following steps -
Defining a study area
Identification of plot for field observation
Developing species diversity inventory
Observation and documentation of seasonality
Estimation of economic potential of different components
Documentation of social , cultural and gender dimensions
Observation and documentation of its potentialities/ adaptability in the context of varying
weather and climatic conditions

Expected outcome

This study will help to find out —
How the traditional homestead gardens sustain various species diversity and helps in
maintaining a self-sustaining ecosystem
How different components can give alternative livelihood options and generate income
for the family under weather/climate related stress conditions
How household level recyclable wastes are recycled into useful inputs for the homestead
garden.
Whether the traditional management system is sufficient to sustain the potential of the
garden and can any innovative approach help in increasing the benefits of the same.
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Project — 2:

Flood Induced Migration of Livelihoods of Specific Communities in
Your Locality and Its Impact on Their Culture and L ivelihood

Introduction

Regular floods are part of people’s lives in various regions of the world, recurring with varying
magnitudes and frequencies to which people have adapted for centuries. In disparity, flooding
resulting from extreme hydro and meteorological events and taking place in unexpected
magnitudes and frequencies can cause loss of lives, livelihoods and infrastructure.

Objectives
The study intends to find out how flood induced migration can impact the livelihood of specific
communities (e.g. potter, fishermen, basket weavers, duck rearers etc.) on the following
aspects —

Impact on livelihood and income

Traditional wisdom of the concerned livelihood and related knowledge

Changing customs and societal impacts

Community led innovations, if any and their verification

Methodology:
The study can be designed on the community through a focal group discussion (FGD). If
any innovations or changing technologies are found, they may be compared to validate the
applicability and prospects of such new techniques or concepts. The tentative steps of the
study are —

Defining the study area

Selection of livelihood and related communities
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FGD to document various uses of different MPTS available in the locality, associated
management and cultural practices, traditional beliefs and norms associated with the
MPTS

Empirically calculate the economic value of the services provided by the MPTS and
economic value of the products derived from them

Observe, analyze and document various socio-cultural benefits of those MPTS
Document any potential threat to the availability of these MPTS

Experimentation for validation of traditional approaches of the MPTS

Experimentation for innovative approaches for value addition, production system
management etc.

Expected outcome

This study will help to identify various MPTS available in the specific locality along with
various aspects of its uses, potential, benefits, socio-cultural impacts as well as management.
Further, the study will also contribute towards identifying the potential threats of these species
along with identification and validation of proper management approaches. This may also
lead to some innovative approaches for management of these species which can increase
their potential for sustainability.
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Project—5:

Impact of Agri-Machinery on Employment Opportunitie S
of Women in Rural Areas

Introduction

Adaptation of new machinery has brought many changes in the agriculture scenario of rural
India. Such changes have both positive as well as negative impacts on the rural economy of
the country. In India, women are affected by the recent technological shift. This study aims
at analysing the impact of such agro-machinery on the socio-economic conditions and
livelihood patterns of these women groups.

Hypothesis
Use of modern agriculture machineries has displaced women from their traditional way of
employment

Objectives

1. To study the adaptation and diffusion pattern of technology in the last 5-10 years

2. To study the changes brought by agro-machinery in employment pattern of women working
groups

3. To study the socio economic changes brought by such technological changes

Methodology
Identify a village for the study having minimum of 25 farming households. Both modern
machinery users and non-user groups should be considered for the study
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