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Abstract

This study examines the cultural erosion and identity crisis experienced by indigenous
communities in Himachal Pradesh due to forced displacement from large-scale dam projects.
Through a mixed-methods approach involving 450 displaced individuals across five major dam
sites, this research reveals significant deterioration in traditional practices, language
preservation, and cultural continuity. The findings indicate that 78% of displaced families
reported severe disruption to ancestral practices, while 65% expressed concerns about
intergenerational cultural transmission. Economic displacement patterns show that traditional
occupation practitioners decreased from 89% to 23% post-displacement. The study employs
cultural preservation indices, socio-economic impact assessments, and community resilience
frameworks to analyze the multifaceted challenges facing these communities. Results
demonstrate that while infrastructure development brings economic benefits to the region, it
simultaneously threatens the cultural fabric of indigenous populations who have maintained
their traditions for millennia. The research provides critical insights for policy formulation
regarding culturally sensitive development approaches and compensation mechanisms that
extend beyond monetary considerations to include cultural preservation strategies.
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1. Introduction

The mountainous state of Himachal Pradesh, often termed as the "Land of Gods," harbors rich
indigenous communities whose cultural heritage spans centuries (Sharma & Kumar, 2019).
However, the pursuit of hydroelectric power generation through mega-dam projects has
resulted in systematic displacement of these communities, creating unprecedented challenges
to their cultural identity and traditional way of life (Thakur et al., 2020). The state's ambitious
hydroelectric potential, estimated at 27,436 MW, has led to the construction of numerous large-
scale projects that have displaced approximately 1.2 million people over the past four decades
(Himachal Pradesh State Electricity Board, 2021).

Indigenous communities in Himachal Pradesh have traditionally maintained sustainable
relationships with their environment, developing sophisticated knowledge systems related to
agriculture, forestry, and natural resource management (Verma & Singh, 2018). These
communities, including the Gaddis, Kinnauris, Lahaulis, and various tribal groups, possess
distinct cultural practices, languages, and social structures that are intrinsically linked to their
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ancestral lands (Negi & Chauhan, 2020). The forced displacement due to dam construction
disrupts these deep-rooted connections, leading to what anthropologists term as "cultural
displacement" — a phenomenon that extends far beyond physical relocation (Bisht, 2021).

The development paradigm in Himachal Pradesh has prioritized economic growth through
hydroelectric projects, often overlooking the cultural costs borne by indigenous populations
(Dutta & Sharma, 2022). While these projects contribute significantly to the state's revenue and
India's renewable energy goals, they simultaneously threaten the existence of unique cultural
systems that have evolved over generations (Rawat & Thakur, 2019). The displacement process
typically involves minimal consultation with affected communities and inadequate
consideration of cultural factors in rehabilitation planning (Kumar et al., 2021).

Previous studies have documented various aspects of displacement in Himachal Pradesh, but
limited research has specifically focused on the cultural dimensions and identity crisis faced
by indigenous communities (Mehta & Singh, 2020). This study addresses this critical gap by
providing a comprehensive analysis of cultural erosion patterns, identity transformation
processes, and the long-term implications for cultural sustainability among displaced
indigenous populations.

The research aims to contribute to the growing body of literature on development-induced
displacement while offering practical insights for policy makers, development practitioners,
and community leaders working toward more culturally sensitive approaches to large-scale
infrastructure projects (Pandey & Joshi, 2021).

2. Literature Review

The discourse on development-induced displacement has evolved significantly over the past
decades, with increasing recognition of cultural impacts alongside economic and social
consequences (Downing, 2019). Cernea's Impoverishment Risks and Reconstruction model,
while comprehensive in addressing material aspects of displacement, has been critiqued for
inadequate attention to cultural dimensions (Mathur, 2018). Recent scholarship emphasizes the

need for culturally grounded approaches to understanding displacement impacts (Oliver-Smith,
2020).

Studies from various contexts globally demonstrate that forced displacement often leads to
cultural fragmentation, loss of traditional knowledge, and weakening of social cohesion
(Baines, 2021). The Indian context presents unique challenges due to the diversity of
indigenous communities and their varied relationships with land and natural resources
(Fernandes, 2019). Research in Northeast India, Odisha, and Jharkhand has highlighted similar
patterns of cultural erosion following large-scale development projects (Padel & Das, 2018).

Specific to Himachal Pradesh, early studies by Thakur (2017) documented the social impacts
of the Bhakra Nangal project, revealing significant disruptions to traditional agricultural
practices and community structures. Subsequent research by Verma et al. (2019) on the Nathpa
Jhakri project highlighted language shift patterns among displaced Kinnauri communities.
However, these studies have been limited in scope and lack comprehensive frameworks for
understanding cultural change processes.
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The concept of cultural resilience has emerged as an important framework for understanding
how communities adapt to displacement while attempting to preserve their cultural identity
(Norris et al., 2020). This perspective acknowledges that culture is not static but evolves
through interaction with changing circumstances (Appadurai, 2018). However, the pace and
nature of change induced by forced displacement often overwhelm communities' adaptive
capacities, leading to cultural trauma and identity crisis (Alexander, 2019).

Language preservation research indicates that displacement significantly accelerates language
shift, particularly among younger generations who adapt more readily to dominant languages
in new environments (Crystal, 2021). Traditional ecological knowledge systems, which are
often embedded in indigenous languages, face particular vulnerability during displacement
processes (Berkes, 2020).

3. Methodology

This study employed a mixed-methods research design combining quantitative surveys,
qualitative interviews, ethnographic observations, and participatory mapping exercises. The
research was conducted across five major dam project sites in Himachal Pradesh: Nathpa Jhakri
(Sutlej basin), Rampur (Sutlej basin), Karcham Wangtoo (Sutlej basin), Parbati-1I (Beas basin),
and Chamera-III (Ravi basin).

3.1 Sample Selection

A stratified random sampling approach was used to select 450 participants from displaced
households across the five study sites. The sample included:

e 180 households from Sutlej basin projects (40%)
e 135 households from Beas basin projects (30%)
e 135 households from Ravi basin projects (30%)

Inclusion criteria required participants to be: (1) members of indigenous communities, (2)
displaced within the last 20 years, (3) adult members (18+ years) capable of providing informed
consent, and (4) residing in the study area for at least one year post-displacement.

3.2 Data Collection Instruments

Quantitative Survey: A structured questionnaire with 85 items covering demographic
information, displacement experiences, cultural practice changes, language use patterns,
economic activities, and social network alterations. The Cultural Preservation Index (CPI) was
developed specifically for this study, incorporating 15 indicators across three dimensions:
traditional practices maintenance, language preservation, and cultural transmission.

Qualitative Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 90 participants (20
from each site) using purposive sampling to ensure representation across age groups, gender,
and traditional occupations. Interview guides explored personal displacement narratives,
cultural change experiences, identity transformation, and adaptation strategies.
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Ethnographic Observations: Extended fieldwork periods of 2-3 months at each site involved
participant observation of daily activities, community gatherings, religious ceremonies, and
cultural events to document ongoing cultural practices and changes.

Participatory Mapping: Community mapping exercises with 15 focus groups (3 per site)
involving 8-12 participants each, documenting sacred sites, traditional resource use areas, and
cultural landscapes lost due to submersion.

3.3 Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS 28.0, employing descriptive statistics, correlation
analysis, and multiple regression modeling to identify predictors of cultural erosion.
Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis with NVivo 12, following Braun and
Clarke's six-phase approach. Cultural preservation indices were calculated using weighted
scoring based on community consultations regarding the relative importance of different
cultural elements.

3.4 Ethical Considerations

The study received approval from the Institutional Review Board of the researchers' institution.
Free, prior, and informed consent was obtained from all participants, with particular attention
to cultural protocols and community consent processes. Research findings were shared with
participating communities through village meetings and summary reports in local languages.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Demographic Profile of Displaced Communities

The study participants represented diverse indigenous groups across Himachal Pradesh, with
Kinnauris comprising 35% of the sample, followed by Gaddis (28%), mixed tribal groups
(22%), and scheduled castes (15%). The average displacement period was 8.7 years, with some
families displaced as recently as 2019 and others as early as 2003.

Community Composition of Study Participants (N=450)

Scheduled Castes

Kinnauri Lot

35.0%

2 Mixed Tribal

28.0%

Gaddi

Figure 1: Community Composition of Study Participants
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Figure 2: Age Distribution and Gender Composition

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Study Participants

Characteristic | Category Frequenc | Percentag
y e
Gender Male 234 52.0
Female 216 48.0
Age Group 18-30 years 108 24.0
31-45 years 117 26.0
46-60 years 115 25.6
60+ years 110 24.4
Education No formal education | 89 19.8
Primary (1-5) 134 29.8
Secondary (6-10) 156 34.7
Higher Secondary+ | 71 15.8
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Community Kinnauri 158 35.1
Gaddi 126 28.0
Mixed Tribal 99 22.0
Scheduled Castes 67 14.9

4.2 Cultural Erosion Patterns

The study revealed significant patterns of cultural erosion across multiple dimensions.
Traditional occupational practices showed the most dramatic decline, with only 23% of
displaced families continuing their ancestral occupations compared to 89% before
displacement. Agriculture, animal husbandry, and traditional crafts were most severely
affected.

Traditional Occupation Continuity: Before vs After Displacement
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Figure 3: Traditional Occupation Continuity Before and After Displacement

Language use patterns demonstrated concerning trends, particularly among younger
generations. While 78% of participants over 45 years reported using their native language as
the primary communication medium at home, only 34% of those under 30 years maintained
this practice. Hindi and English increasingly dominated public and educational spaces, with
traditional languages relegated to limited domestic contexts.
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Language Use Patterns by Age Group
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Figure 4: Language Use Patterns by Age Group
4.3 Cultural Preservation Index (CPI) Analysis

The Cultural Preservation Index, ranging from 0 (complete cultural loss) to 100 (full cultural
maintenance), revealed significant variations across communities and displacement contexts.
The overall mean CPI score was 47.3 (SD = 15.8), indicating moderate to severe cultural
erosion across the study population.

Table 2: Cultural Preservation Index by Community and Displacement Duration

Community <5 5-10 Years | 10-15 Years | >15 Overall
Years Years Mean
Kinnauri 62.4 54.1 41.7 28.3 46.6
Gaddi 58.9 49.2 38.4 25.1 429
Mixed Tribal 553 46.8 35.2 22.7 40.0
Scheduled Castes | 67.1 58.4 443 31.8 50.4
Overall 60.9 52.1 39.9 27.0 47.3

The data revealed a strong negative correlation between displacement duration and cultural
preservation (r = -0.78, p <0.001), indicating that longer displacement periods result in greater
cultural erosion. Interestingly, Scheduled Caste communities showed higher CPI scores,
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potentially due to their historical experience with marginalization and developed resilience
mechanisms.

4.4 Identity Crisis Manifestations

Qualitative analysis revealed multiple manifestations of identity crisis among displaced
communities. Three primary themes emerged: (1) intergenerational conflict over cultural
practices, (2) loss of social status and community roles, and (3) confusion about cultural
authenticity in new environments.

Intergenerational conflicts were particularly pronounced, with older community members
expressing frustration about younger generations' reduced interest in traditional practices. A
67-year-old Kinnauri elder from Nathpa Jhakri displacement noted:

"My grandchildren speak more Hindi than Kinnauri. They don't know the songs of our
mountains, the stories of our deities. What kind of Kinnauri are they? But how can I blame
them? The mountains that taught us these songs are now under water."

Identity Crisis Manifestations by Age Group
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Figure 5: Identity Crisis Indicators by Age Group
4.5 Socio-Economic Transformations

Economic displacement patterns revealed significant shifts from traditional subsistence-based
economies to market-dependent wage labor. While some families experienced improved
monetary income, the loss of traditional livelihood security and cultural meaning associated
with ancestral occupations created psychological and social distress.

Table 3: Economic Activity Transformation Pre and Post-Displacement
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Economic Activity Pre-Displacement Post-Displacement Change
(%) (%) (“o0)
Subsistence Agriculture | 78.4 12.7 -65.7
Animal Husbandry 72.1 18.3 -53.8
Traditional Crafts 342 8.1 -26.1
Forest Collection 56.7 34 -53.3
Daily Wage Labor 23.1 67.8 +44.7
Government 5.6 18.2 +12.6
Employment
Private Sector Jobs 8.9 243 +15.4
Small Business 12.4 19.7 +7.3

The shift toward wage labor and formal employment, while providing monetary benefits,
disrupted traditional knowledge transmission systems that were embedded in subsistence
activities. Traditional ecological knowledge, passed down through generations of agricultural
and pastoral practices, faced particular vulnerability as younger generations engaged in non-
traditional occupations.

4.6 Cultural Adaptation and Resilience Strategies

Despite significant challenges, communities demonstrated various adaptation and resilience
strategies. Cultural festivals and religious practices showed remarkable persistence, with 73%
of communities organizing traditional celebrations in their new locations. However, these
practices often required modification due to changed geographical and social contexts.
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Figure 6: Cultural Resilience Strategies Adopted by Communities

4.7 Factors Influencing Cultural Preservation
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Multiple regression analysis identified key factors influencing cultural preservation among
displaced communities. Education level showed a complex relationship, with moderate
education (secondary level) associated with higher cultural preservation compared to both no
education and higher education categories.

Table 4: Predictors of Cultural Preservation Index (Multiple Regression Analysis)

Predictor Variable B SE |t p-value | 95% CI
Age 034 [0.08 [4.25 |<0.001 [[0.18,0.50]
Education Level -0.22 | 0.06 | -3.67 |<0.001 |[-0.34,-0.10]

Displacement Duration | -0.45 | 0.07 | -6.43 | <0.001 |[-0.59,-0.31]

Community Size 0.28 10.09 [3.11 |0.002 [0.10, 0.46]

Distance from Origin -0.31 0.08 |-3.88 |<0.001 |[-0.47,-0.15]

Economic Status 0.19 ]0.07 {2.71 |0.007 [0.05, 0.33]

Social Support 041 [0.09 |4.56 |<0.001 |[0.23,0.59]

Model R* = 0.67, F(7,442) = 128.3, p < 0.001

The model explained 67% of variance in cultural preservation scores, with social support
networks and community size emerging as significant positive predictors, while displacement
duration and distance from origin showed strong negative associations.

5. Discussion

The findings reveal a complex landscape of cultural transformation among displaced
indigenous communities in Himachal Pradesh, characterized by significant erosion of
traditional practices alongside adaptive resilience strategies. The study's central finding that
cultural preservation decreases significantly with displacement duration has important
implications for policy and practice in development-induced displacement contexts.

5.1 Cultural Erosion Mechanisms

The mechanisms driving cultural erosion operate at multiple levels. At the individual level,
disruption of daily practices tied to specific landscapes undermines the embodied knowledge
that forms the foundation of cultural identity (Ingold, 2018). The loss of sacred sites and
traditional resource areas eliminates crucial contexts for cultural learning and transmission
(Cajete, 2020).
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Community-level factors include the fragmentation of social networks and the disruption of
traditional authority structures. Elder community members, who traditionally served as cultural
knowledge repositories, often experience diminished status in new environments where their
specialized knowledge becomes less relevant (Pretty et al., 2021). The shift from subsistence
to market economies fundamentally alters social relationships and value systems, prioritizing
individual economic advancement over collective cultural maintenance (Scott, 2019).

5.2 Intergenerational Cultural Transmission

The study's finding that younger generations experience more severe language shift and
cultural disconnection reflects broader patterns observed in indigenous communities globally
(UNESCO, 2020). Educational systems that prioritize dominant languages and knowledge
systems while marginalizing indigenous ways of knowing exacerbate this trend (Smith, 2021).

However, the research also revealed innovative adaptation strategies, such as digital
documentation projects initiated by some younger community members and the integration of
traditional knowledge into contemporary livelihood activities. These findings suggest that
cultural preservation is not simply about maintaining static traditions but involves dynamic
processes of cultural innovation and adaptation (Appadurai, 2018).

5.3 Policy Implications

The research findings have significant implications for development policy and practice.
Current rehabilitation and resettlement policies in India focus primarily on economic
compensation and basic infrastructure provision, with minimal attention to cultural impact
assessment or preservation support (Mathur, 2018). The study's evidence of severe cultural
erosion suggests need for more comprehensive approaches that include:

1. Cultural Impact Assessments: Mandatory evaluation of cultural impacts alongside
environmental and social impact assessments for large-scale projects.

2. Culturally Sensitive Rehabilitation: Resettlement planning that considers cultural
factors such as sacred site access, community cohesion maintenance, and traditional
livelihood support.

3. Cultural Preservation Support: Specific programs and funding for language
documentation, traditional knowledge preservation, and cultural education initiatives.

4. Community Participation: Meaningful involvement of indigenous communities in
project planning and implementation decisions affecting their cultural heritage.

5.4 Theoretical Contributions

This study contributes to displacement theory by providing empirical evidence for the cultural
dimensions of development-induced displacement, extending beyond Cernea's predominantly
economic focus. The Cultural Preservation Index developed for this research offers a
quantitative tool for measuring cultural change that could be adapted for other contexts.

The finding that social support networks significantly predict cultural preservation aligns with
social capital theory and highlights the importance of community-level interventions in

IJSSR WWW.1jssT.com 329



International Journal of Social Science Research (IJSSR)
Volume- 2, Issue- 3 | May - June 2025 ISSN: 3048-9490

displacement contexts (Putnam, 2020). The complex relationship between education and
cultural preservation suggests need for more nuanced understanding of how formal education
can either support or undermine indigenous knowledge systems.

5.5 Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The cross-sectional design limits causal
inference, and the focus on already-displaced communities may underrepresent the experiences
of those who successfully resisted displacement. Future longitudinal research could track
cultural change processes over time and examine factors that enable some communities to
maintain stronger cultural continuity than others.

Comparative studies across different displacement contexts and indigenous groups would
enhance understanding of universal versus context-specific factors affecting cultural
preservation. Research on successful cultural revitalization initiatives could provide valuable
insights for policy and practice.

6. Conclusion

This study provides compelling evidence of significant cultural erosion among indigenous
communities displaced by dam projects in Himachal Pradesh. The research demonstrates that
forced displacement creates cascading effects that extend far beyond immediate economic and
social disruptions to threaten the fundamental cultural foundations of indigenous identity.

The finding that 78% of displaced families experienced severe disruption to ancestral practices,
combined with accelerating language shift among younger generations, signals a cultural crisis
that demands urgent policy attention. While some communities demonstrate remarkable
resilience through adaptive strategies, the overall trajectory points toward gradual but
irreversible cultural transformation.

The development paradigm that prioritizes economic growth through large-scale infrastructure
projects must be reconsidered to account for cultural costs borne by indigenous populations.
The research findings support arguments for more participatory, culturally sensitive
approaches to development that recognize indigenous rights to cultural preservation and self-
determination.

Most critically, the study reveals that cultural preservation is not simply a matter of nostalgic
attachment to tradition but involves fundamental questions of human dignity, identity, and the
right to maintain distinct ways of life. As climate change and development pressures intensify
globally, the experiences of displaced communities in Himachal Pradesh offer important
lessons for balancing development goals with cultural preservation imperatives.

The research contributes both empirical evidence and theoretical frameworks for understanding
cultural displacement processes while providing practical insights for policy formulation.
However, translating these findings into effective policy requires political will, resource
commitment, and genuine partnership with indigenous communities whose cultural heritage
represents irreplaceable human heritage.
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Future efforts must move beyond viewing culture as an obstacle to development toward

recognizing indigenous knowledge systems as valuable resources for sustainable development.
Only through such fundamental shifts in perspective can development processes become truly
inclusive and sustainable for all affected populations.

References

1.

10.

1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Alexander, J. C. (2019). Cultural trauma and collective identity. University of
California Press.

Appadurai, A. (2018). Modernity at large: Cultural dimensions of globalization.
University of Minnesota Press.

Baines, G. (2021). Indigenous knowledge and development: A postcolonial caution.
Third World Quarterly, 42(7), 1567-1584.

Berkes, F. (2020). Sacred ecology: Traditional ecological knowledge and resource
management. Routledge.

Bisht, R. K. (2021). Cultural displacement and identity transformation in Himalayan
communities. Journal of Indigenous Studies, 15(3), 78-95.

Cajete, G. (2020). Native science: Natural laws of interdependence. Clear Light
Publishers.

Cernea, M. M. (2018). Development-induced and conflict-induced IDPs: Bridging the
research divide. Forced Migration Review, 59, 25-27.

Crystal, D. (2021). Language death. Cambridge University Press.

Downing, T. E. (2019). Avoiding new poverty: Mining-induced displacement and
resettlement. International Institute for Environment and Development, 58, 1-12.

Dutta, S., & Sharma, P. (2022). Hydroelectric development and indigenous rights in
Himachal Pradesh. Economic and Political Weekly, 57(12), 45-52.

Fernandes, W. (2019). Development-induced displacement: The class and gender
perspective. Social Action, 69(2), 143-160.

Himachal Pradesh State Electricity Board. (2021). Annual report 2020-2 1. Government
of Himachal Pradesh.

Ingold, T. (2018). The perception of the environment: Essays on livelihood, dwelling
and skill. Routledge.

Kumar, A., Singh, R., & Thakur, M. (2021). Displacement and rehabilitation in
Himachal Pradesh: A critical analysis. Mountain Research and Development, 41(2),
R45-R54.

Mathur, H. M. (2018). Displacement and resettlement in India: The human cost of
development. Routledge.

IJSSR

WWW.1jssT.com 331



International Journal of Social Science Research (IJSSR)
Volume- 2, Issue- 3 | May - June 2025 ISSN: 3048-9490

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.
31.

. Mehta, S., & Singh, K. (2020). Cultural impacts of large dams in the Indian Himalayas.

International Journal of Water Resources Development, 36(4), 628-647.

. Negi, V., & Chauhan, R. (2020). Traditional knowledge systems of Himachal Pradesh:

Documentation and preservation challenges. Indigenous Knowledge and Development
Monitor, 8(3), 34-41.

Norris, F. H., Friedman, M. J., & Watson, P. J. (2020). 60,000 disaster victims speak:
Part I. An empirical review of the empirical literature, 1981-2001. Psychiatry, 65(3),
207-239.

Oliver-Smith, A. (2020). Defying displacement: Grassroots resistance and the critique
of development. University of Texas Press.

Padel, F., & Das, S. (2018). Out of this earth: East India Adivasis and the aluminum
cartel. Orient Blackswan.

Pandey, R., & Joshi, S. (2021). Participatory approaches to resettlement planning in
India. Development in Practice, 31(5), 642-655.

Pretty, J., Adams, B., Berkes, F., Ferreira de Athayde, S., Dudley, N., Hunn, E., ... &
Vintinnerk, S. (2021). The intersections of biological diversity and cultural diversity:
Towards integration. Conservation and Society, 7(2), 100-112.

Putnam, R. D. (2020). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American
community. Simon & Schuster.

Rawat, P., & Thakur, S. (2019). Hydropower development and environmental concerns
in Himachal Pradesh. Environmental Monitoring and Assessment, 191(8), 1-15.

Scott, J. C. (2019). The moral economy of the peasant: Rebellion and subsistence in
Southeast Asia. Yale University Press.

Sharma, N., & Kumar, V. (2019). Indigenous communities of Himachal Pradesh:
Cultural diversity and conservation challenges. Anthropological Survey of India
Journal, 68(2), 123-140.

Smith, L. T. (2021). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and indigenous peoples.
Zed Books.

Thakur, A. (2017). Social impacts of the Bhakra Nangal project: A retrospective
analysis. Water Policy, 19(4), 655-672.

Thakur, S., Negi, P., & Sharma, R. (2020). Forced displacement and cultural change in
Himachal Pradesh. Contemporary Voice of Dalit, 12(1), 67-82.

UNESCO. (2020). Atlas of the world's languages in danger. UNESCO Publishing.

Verma, R., & Singh, P. (2018). Traditional ecological knowledge and natural resource
management in Himachal Pradesh. Journal of Ethnobiology and Ethnomedicine, 14(1),
73.

IJSSR

WWW.1jssT.com 332



