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Abstract 

This thesis explores the relationship between planned adaptation interventions and 

sociocultural practices in the mid-hills of Nepal. The ways in which sociocultural practices, 

connected to gender and caste, influence and are influenced by adaptation to climate change 

through Climate Smart Agriculture is explored through a transformative lens. By focusing on 

intersectionality in the case study a situated approach to livelihood resilience is investigated 

and complemented by a dynamic view of culture. The findings suggest that the 

implementation of Climate Smart Agriculture can open up the potential for transforming some 

social structures, yet it does not interact directly with others. The sociocultural practices 

connected to gender and caste are relevant in different situations, on different reasons and this 

has implications for the adaptation interventions.  
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Preface 

Imagine being inside, hearing the rain hammering on the tin roof so loud that it is almost 

impossible to hear your own thoughts. It is the middle of the night and there are no electric 

lights outside to help see, but lightning flashes across the sky and lights everything up. The 

noise is so loud that it is not possible to sleep, so your thoughts wander off to think about the 

paradox of rain. Life is dependent on it, whether to drink, to support our daily activities, or for 

crops to grow and livestock to survive. At the same time, rain can destroy and kill both crop 

and livestock if there is too much or too little of it. Even though farmers have always adapted 

to weather, global climate change poses a new kind of threat and at a different scale than 

before. The earth is our basis for life, we are dependent upon it and a part of it.  

These are thoughts I had one rainy night in a village in Nepal, when I was conducting 

fieldwork for this thesis. Even though the weather was frightening, the monsoon-season was 

just around the corner and the farmers depend on the rain for their crops. After I returned from 

my fieldwork I read in the newspapers about a devastating flood in another part of the 

country, that took human lives and destroyed food crops (Kathmandu Post, 2017). This thesis 

is a part of telling a narrative about humans, about a changing environment and how we shape 

the future. 

The thesis aims to combine the strengths of a resilience perspective with theory 

concerning the construction of culture and subjectivities to shed light on adaptation in a 

socioecological system. This thesis is written in connection with the AdaptationCONNECTS-

project that investigates the hypothesis that “successful adaptation occurs through processes 

of transformation” and with the overarching aim of “develop new understandings of whether 

and how different types of transformations can contribute to successful adaptation” (O’Brien 

2015, p. 2). With the goal of contributing to this research, this thesis is, as far as I know, the 

first empirical case study that operationalizes the three spheres of transformation in the 

context of a developing country. 
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1 Introduction 

“Adaptation is a way of coping with the changes, both the social, environmental and 

the economical”.  

(Informant 1, NGO) 

Nepal is a country considered highly vulnerable to climate change and adaptation to future 

climatic impact is important (Ministry of Population and Environment 2016, p.1). In a country 

with great social diversity which traditionally has been connected to the hierarchical caste-

system and with men being more privileged than women, the local context is important to 

take into consideration in terms of adaptation to climate change (Onta & Resurreccion 2011). 

This thesis explores how planned adaptation innovations interact with the local sociocultural 

context and the consequences for farmers. More specifically, through a case study in Nepal, I 

explore the relationship between sociocultural practices connected to different social identities 

and how these interact with Climate Smart Agriculture interventions. This thesis seeks to add 

to the “social turn” within climate change adaptation literature (Brown 2014, Shah, Angeles 

& Harris 2017). Research has shown that rural women and men are not equally affected and 

have different capacities to respond to climate change (Bee 2016, Huyer 2016). It has also 

been highlighted that there is a need to do research on the gender dimension connected to 

Climate Smart Agriculture (Huyer 2016, Steenwerth et al. 2014). The concept of 

intersectionality is a perspective that can contribute to a more nuanced representation. This is 

in line with current feminist research and its focus on intersecting social identities, such as 

gender and caste in the Nepali case (Djoudi et al. 2016, Jost et al. 2016, Thompson-Hall, Carr, 

& Pascual 2016).  

1.1 Climate change, agriculture and adaptation: 

It is widely accepted that the climate is changing and that humanity is contributing to this 

change (IPCC 2014, p. 2). This fact has given rise to the suggestion that we have entered a 

new geological epoch, going from the Holocene to what is now proposed as the Anthropocene 

(Dalby 2016). This epoch is characterised by human activity as one of the major forces 

affecting the environment, where we are pushing what Rockström et al. (2009) has termed 

“planetary boundaries for a safe operating space for humanity.” The international community 



3 

 

has pledged through the Paris Agreement to try to limit global warming to below 2°C, aiming 

for 1.5°C (UNFCCC 2015, p. 3). This goal is ambitious and requires significant and rapid 

reductions in human emissions of greenhouse gases (GHG).  

As a primary sector, agriculture is highly vulnerable to climate change and so are the 

farmers dependent on it (FAO 2017). There are different scenarios considering future 

temperature increases, which will lead to different impacts of climate change. Regardless of 

the impossibility of projecting the future, it is already clear that there is a strong call for the 

agricultural sector to adapt to current and future climate change (IPCC 2014). At the same 

time, agricultural activities and changes in land use are responsible for about 24 percent of 

GHG emissions, which points to the sector’s important role in relation to mitigation (IPCC 

2014, p. 47). A focus on small scale farmers is important since 98 percent of all farms 

globally are family run farms (Martinez-Baron et al. 2018, p. 112). This thesis looks at an 

empirical example of an adaptation intervention through a Climate Smart Agriculture project 

in Nepal by doing a case study and seeks to contribute to what Taylor (2017, p. 2) terms 

“emerging, yet sparse academic literature on CSA”. 

1.1.1 Climate Smart Agriculture as adaptation 

Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA) is an umbrella term that includes strategies aiming to 

change farming practices and agriculture in ways that integrate three pillars: a) mitigation, b) 

adaptation and c) food security (FAO n.d.). The concept was developed to get a better 

understanding of the interconnected relationship between agriculture and climate change, a 

relationship that shows the importance of promoting agricultural developments that are 

climate-resilient. The global food crisis in 2007-2008 turned attention towards the importance 

of food security for the world’s poor and underscored the importance of including this when 

developing integrated policies. This provides a context for the threefold goal of CSA 

(Chandra, McNamara & Dargusch 2017). When describing the concept’s origin, Taylor 

(2017) points to both the World Bank (WB) and the United Nations Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO) as two global institutions promoting and developing CSA. The WB used 

the term climate-smart for policies that targeted vulnerability, development and a financial 

transition to green growth while simultaneously limiting emissions. FAO formalized CSA as 

defined by its three pillars in 2010 and further developed it through the Climate Smart 

Agriculture Sourcebook in 2013. The term has been embraced globally since it was formally 
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developed in 2010 and it has been promoted by leading international organizations (Taylor 

2015, Tissier & Grosclaude 2016). The strategies are diverse and the concept is developed 

with the intention of being flexible and able to fit into different local contexts (FAO, n.d.). 

Rosenstock et al. (2016, p. 11) writes that CSA does not consist of completely new practices, 

but it is rather framed as an integrated approach that contributes to the triple-win goal. They 

also highlight that it is important that the practices are culturally appropriate and context 

specific in both time and place, in order to be applied. Food and agriculture have social, 

economic, political and cultural aspects connected to them, but agriculture is ultimately a 

socio-ecological process. This means that despite human input and attempts to control it, food 

production is happening at the interaction between society and nature.  

Chandra, McNamara & Dargusch’s (2017) literature review of the concept of CSA 

from 2004-2016 shows that there were different definitions used in the literature and these 

definitions encompassed a variety of on-farm practices. For this reason the concept is 

critiqued because the triple-win framing creates a vague foundation for a common definition 

and criteria. Neufeldt et al. (2013) argue that the limited understanding of the interactions 

between the three pillars means that essentially all agricultural practices with some 

improvement will fit under the label of CSA. The lack of common criteria allows for diverse 

strategies to be promoted as CSA, although they may have very different outcomes and 

consequences. One concern is that the goal of food security is often connected to enhancing 

production of food, which can have a negative impact on the goal of adaptation, if increasing 

production is at the expense of maintaining flexibility within farming. Taylor’s (2017, p. 9) 

arguments back this position and he also states that marginalized groups might not have the 

capacity to protect the role the agroecosystem plays for their society and can risk being 

ignored under the label of CSA. Other critics point out that the concept is nothing more than a 

rebranding of farming practices that do not necessarily address aspects connected to climate 

change (Chandra, McNamara & Dargusch 2017). To have increased resilience as the goal of 

adaptation is also questioned, as resilience at a national level does not guarantee that this is 

not at the expense of certain groups at the local level (Taylor 2017, p. 10).  

Chandra, McNamara, & Dargusch (2017) highlights three key trends from research on 

CSA: a focus on developing countries, an emphasis on scientific/technical issues and a view 

of the concept as re-branding sustainable agricultural practices. Based on this, they point to 

several aspects that are important for future research, two of these being the local level and 
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social aspects such as gender. This thesis seeks to take these aspects into account while also 

responding to Thompson-Hall, Carr and Pascual’s (2016) and Djoudi et al. (2016) emphasis 

on the importance of an intersectional approach to how different social identities need to be 

considered when working with rural adaptation.  

1.2 The aim of the research and the research 

questions: 

As stated above, CSA are strategies developed internationally and promoted by international 

institutions. A motivation for this case study is to see how CSA promoted internationally is 

implemented in a local, cultural context in Nepal. This thesis addresses the overarching 

question: 

 

How can a transformative lens on resilience contribute to understanding climate change 

adaptation in farming communities? 

 

The goal is to explore this relationship through a qualitative case study conducted in Kaski, 

Nepal. The overarching research question has been narrowed down and my intention is to 

investigate it in light of a focus on sociocultural practices connected to social identities, such 

as gender and caste. By employing what I term a transformative lens, I explore CSA 

innovations and sociocultural practices in a way that both take into account resilience theory 

and systemic-thinking, as well as the social construction of culture. I use the empirical data 

from the fieldwork at the case study site to explore the two questions: 

a) What is the relationship between sociocultural practices connected to gender and 

climate change adaptation and resilience? 

b) What is the difference between sociocultural practices connected to caste and gender 

when adapting towards resilience? 

My hypothesis was that farmers that could be considered part of more vulnerable groups, like 

women and low-caste, would face challenges in implementing CSA because of cultural 

practices connected to their social identity. In particular, I wanted to see whether and how this 
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played a role when implementing adaptation interventions to enhance resilience. If it did play 

a role, I wanted to know more about how this played out. Since I did not have a clear idea 

what these practices would be, I decided to do an explorative, qualitative case study. 

This approach contributes to the “social turn” within resilience theory (Brown 2014, 

Shah, Angeles & Harris 2017). I have chosen to focus on these aspects due to their relevance 

within the research field of adaptation and resilience, the research project I am connected with 

and the people working in the field in Nepal. Moreover, I believe it is crucial to study the 

human dimension, not only as a cause of climate change, but also in terms of the solutions 

which can move us towards a more sustainable future. 

1.3 The structure of the thesis: 

Chapter one has provided a background for the choice of the research field of adaptation to 

climate change in agrarian settings and the focus on gender and intersectionality. It has 

introduced the concept of CSA and the discussions it has raised as it has gained influence. 

Based on this, the research questions were presented, to explore the current knowledge gap in 

the literature on intersectionality and adaptation generally, and connected to CSA specifically. 

Chapter two starts out by looking at the relationship between agriculture and climate change 

vulnerability in Nepal. The social context in Nepal is introduced, with extra emphasis on 

gender, caste and ethnicity, and the historical context. I end the chapter by pointing to some of 

the relevant literature on climate change adaptation in Nepal. Chapter two provides the 

contextual background for the study.  

Chapter three introduces the theoretical framework and explains the perspective from which 

the data is approached and analysed. I start out by introducing how different perspectives 

matter and present an analytical framework that gives room to combine different theories on 

adaptation when investigating a case. I show how a situated resilience approach and the social 

constructivist theory of performativity can be viewed in connection and as offering two 

complementary perspectives. I also address debates regarding normative or descriptive 

approaches to studying change.  

Chapter four explains how the information to answer the research questions has been 

gathered. It discusses the development of the research design and explains choices made 

along the way. It is inspired by feminist research traditions and I have emphasised reflections 
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concerning the knowledge this thesis seeks to contribute with and the approach for achieving 

this.  

Chapter five starts out by describing some findings of sociocultural practices of gender 

related to farming from the case study area. I employ a transformative lens to explore how the 

sociocultural practices affect the adaptation intervention, as well as how the intervention 

creates room for changes in the sociocultural practices.  

Chapter six shows some main findings on how caste, ethnicity and gender influence 

adaptation to climate change. The ways in which practices differ within farming, the hamlet 

and the market is explored in light of what this means for implementing adaptation 

interventions. With the help of a transformative lens, I look at the differences between the 

sociocultural practices identified for gender and for caste and consider some implications this 

can have for implementing adaptation interventions. I end by considering how the 

transformative lens can provide a more nuanced understanding of resilience. 

Chapter seven shows how I have attempted answer to the research questions throughout the 

thesis. I consider the limits of a case study and situates my findings into the context of the 

broader literature in this field. 
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2 The Nepali context 

In this chapter I outline relevant background information for the case study. I start out by 

looking at vulnerability in Nepal in connection to climate change and some agricultural trends 

within the country. Some of the numbers I have found concerning this differ in the details, but 

they provide the same overall view of the trends going on. Because differing social identities 

are an important aspect of this thesis, the role of gender, caste and ethnicity in Nepal is 

explored. Towards the end of the chapter the literature on climatic and social vulnerability is 

brought together as the backdrop for the current understanding on climate change adaptation 

in Nepal. It is within this field of literature the thesis aims to contribute.  

2.1 Agriculture and climate change vulnerability in 

Nepal 

Adaptation to climate change is often seen in context with the knowledge of how vulnerable 

one is to the impact. Vulnerability to climate change can be defined as “The propensity or 

predisposition to be adversely affected. Vulnerability encompasses a variety of concepts and 

elements including sensitivity or susceptibility to harm and lack of capacity to cope and 

adapt.” (IPCC 2014, p.128). The concept combines the physical exposure to climate change 

and the impact this has, as well as how successfully one is able to meet the challenges. This 

means that a natural disaster can affect a specified geographical area with the same physical 

impact, but that there can still be large variations in how actors are affected by it, due to them 

having different capacities to deal with the stressor (Adger 2006).  

Nepal is considered a vulnerable country to the consequences of climate change 

(Ministry of Population and Environment 2016, p. 1). Just after my field visit, the monsoon 

season resulted in enormous floods in the eastern and southern parts of the country, causing 

deaths, displacements of many people and loss of yields and livestock (Kathmandu Post, 

2017). While it is not possible to connect singular events to climate change, the event 

resonated with the description of Nepal as highly vulnerable to: “climate change, water-

induced disasters and hydro-meteorological extreme events such as droughts, storms, floods, 

inundation, landslides, debris flow, soil erosion and avalanches.” (Ministry of Population and 

Environment 2016, p. 1). The country is already facing climate related hazards and the 
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challenges are predicted to increase in the future (Ministry of Population and Environment 

2016).  

Nepal is a diverse country in many regards. The country can be divided into three 

regions based on topographical characteristics: a) the lowlands from about 60 masl. called 

Terai, in the southern areas towards the Indian border b) Mid-Hills and c) Mountains, 

reaching all the way up to the Himalayan mountains with the world’s highest mountain Mount 

Everest at 8848 masl. (Yadav 2016, p. 35) This shows great diversity which is central to the 

local ecology and what types of climate are anticipated. Different scenarios at the national 

level show that the temperature can increase between 1.3-3.8°C by 2060 and trends show that 

temperatures are already rising in most of the country (Ministry of Population and 

Environment 2016, p. 1). Holmelin and Aase (2013 p. 1388) point to how the anticipated 

changes in rainfall patterns on a national basis can be experienced very differently locally, 

where different microclimates are causing uncertainty for local projections.  

Nepal is considered a developing country and ranks 145 on the United Nations (UN) 

Human Development Index (HDI) (Ministry of Population and Environment 2016, p. 1). 

About 65 percent of the population is working within the agricultural sector (Bhattarai, Beilin, 

& Ford 2015, p. 124). The majority of the Nepalese population live in rural areas, however 

there is considerate migration from rural to urban areas and the urban population is growing 

(Yadav 2016). Paudel et al. (2014) look at how abandonment of agricultural land is a growing 

tendency in the mid-hills of Nepal, increasing local food insecurity. They point to out-

migration for work in either cities or abroad as the main reason for this. Out of the 65 percent 

working within agriculture, 80 percent are women (Bhattarai, Beilin, & Ford 2015, p. 124). 

This can be seen in connection to out-migration. Yadav (2016, p. 35) points out that the 

population living outside of the country grew from 0.762 million in 2001 to 1.92 million in 

2011, with 86,7 percent being male and 44.81 percent being between 15-25 years old. These 

numbers differ from Paudel et al. (2014, p. 12) who point to numbers from 2009 where four 

million Nepali youths were counted as working abroad and remittance contributing to 30 

percent of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Even though it is difficult to get exact, updated 

numbers on this, both Paudel et al (2014) and Yadav (2016) point in the same direction of 

youth out-migration, especially by men, is a trend in Nepal. Based on the information above, 

farmers in Nepal can be considered a vulnerable group in face of climate change (Bhatta et 

al., 2015). 
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A non-climatic natural disaster that struck the country was the devastating earthquake 

that hit about 50 miles northwest of Kathmandu the 25th of April 2015. The earthquake 

affected approximately 8 million people, killing approximately 8 900 people and leaving 2.8 

million people in need of humanitarian assistance (Mercy Corps 2018). Even though the 

earthquake affected the entire country at the national level, the physical impact at the local 

case study site was little. However, it shows the importance of considering stressors other 

than climate change alone.  

2.2 Social vulnerability in Nepal 

As mentioned above, the definition of vulnerability includes not only physical exposure to 

climate change, but also a social component (Adger 2006). In Nepal, gender, caste and 

ethnicity play an important role in social organisation. I was introduced to a twofold division 

between social position and material condition as a way of nuancing the understanding of who 

is considered vulnerable in Nepal (Informant 26, NGO). Material condition is often visible 

through quantitative measurements of material resources, such as livestock, property and the 

financial capital a household possesses. It can also be viewed as different combinations of 

natural, financial and physical capital (Thulstrup 2015). The social position in contrast, is 

connected to more qualitative aspects of their social status, social identities and practices 

associated with this. 

2.2.1 The role of gender 

Yadav (2016, p.45-46) characterises Nepal as a patriarchal society and historically the Nepali 

woman did not have independent status. This has gradually changed and there are now laws in 

place with the goal of making women more equal to men, but the historically uneven 

relationship is still visible. One example is the gap in literacy rates, where 75.1 percent male 

compared to only 57.4 percent female can read and write, or also that it is uncommon for 

women to own property (Yadav, 2016, p. 48). There is a recognition within vulnerability 

studies that women are often considered more vulnerable than men to climate change 

(Hackfort & Burchardt 2016, Huyer 2016). In Nepal, it is often the women who are left 

behind and need to take care of the agriculture since the majority of people out-migrating for 

work are men (Yadav 2016). A danger with including gender as a category in studies is the 

problem of reproducing an essentialist, homogenising narrative where women are portrayed 
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as victims of climate change (Hackfort & Burchardt 2016). To avoid representing women as 

one homogenous group, there have been calls for intersectional approaches to highlight how 

social identities interplay with one another (Djoudi et al. 2016, Hackfort & Burchardt 2016, 

Thompson-Hall et al. 2016). In Nepal, the social identity of gender can be considered in 

connection to the social identity of caste/ethnicity, both of which play an important role in the 

social organisation in the Nepali society.  

2.2.2 Caste and ethnicity 

Nepal is a sociocultural diverse country, and Yadav (2016, p. 36-38) shows the number of 

castes and ethnicities was 125 in the 2011 census. She points out that there is not a strict 

separation between caste and ethnicity in Nepal. I also experienced the concepts were used 

interchangeably in the field site1. The caste system stems from Hinduism, however ethnic 

groups referred to as Janajati, with for instance a Buddhist background, are still included in 

the system and follow the practices (Adhikari 1995, Subedi 2011). Pariyar and Lovett (2016 

p. 135) describe the caste system as being both exclusive, in that you can only belong to one 

group, and exhaustive, in that everyone belongs to a group, with the status inherited at birth 

from the parents’ status. It is not difficult in daily life to distinguish who is who, as this is in 

many instances indicated by surnames. I was even told that it can be recognized based on 

phenotypic characteristics. This social stratification is connected to different practices in daily 

life and connected to beliefs about purity/impurity which segregate people. Rai (2017, p. 115–

117) writes that everyone in the Nepali society experiences being impure and untouchable at 

least once during their life for a period. He exemplifies how a family that has lost a member is 

untouchable while grieving, or how women are considered impure when menstruating. When 

one is regarded as impure, different practices are followed. One example is how women 

menstruating traditionally were not allowed to sleep in the house, but stayed outside on the 

pidi, with the animals or in “menstruation huts” (Nightingale 2011, Kathmandu post 2018). 

The practice is illegal and changing, but there are still occurrences of women that die in huts 

while having their period (Kathmandu post 2018). For the low caste groups of Dalits the 

notion of impurity is considered permanent and Rai (2017) identifies norms and practices 

connected to activities such as eating and drinking, both what one can consume and together 

                                                 
1 Sometimes I refer to them collectively as castes, even though they are differently founded, since they all are 

placed within the hierarchical social system. 
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with whom as practices connected to caste groups. These examples indicate how sociocultural 

norms and practices are a way of making group identity visible. 

Figure 2 is an 

illustration over the Nepali 

caste system. Without 

going into all the details of 

the figure, those considered 

high-caste are Brahmins, 

traditionally referred to as 

the priests, Chhetris, 

traditionally referred to as 

warriors, and High Caste 

Newari. Then there is a 

middle group where 

Janajati, the ethnic groups are placed and a third group of the low-castes earlier called the 

untouchable, now often referred to as Dalits. Also foreigners and religious minorities such as 

Muslims are included (World Bank 2006). The system was once based on occupations, but 

the boundaries are not as strict anymore (Informant 2, NGO).  

Still, during fieldwork I was told that this division, although correct for the national 

level, is more relative within specific areas. For instance, Gurungs are Janajati and placed 

lower within the traditional hierarchical frames of the caste system, but they are the majority 

in some of the areas around the mid-hills in the Kaski district. As a majority at the local level, 

they might have more power to set the agenda locally than those belonging to the higher 

castes (Informant 26, NGO). Bista (2004. P. xvii) describes the traditional segregation 

between the groups as: “…no feeling of being one nationality, one nation.” and Whelpton 

(2005, pp. 156–157) uses a salad bowl to illustrate how the different groups are living 

together but often segregated socioeconomically, culturally, to some extend spatially, as well 

as through daily practises. 

2.2.3 A historical perspective 

The outline of some social systems that structure the Nepali society can appear static and 

essentialist. However, these structures have been challenged directly. The caste system has a 

Figure 2: The Nepali Caste Pyramid according to the Muluki Ain 

of 1854 (Source: World Bank 2006, p. 8) 
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long history and in 1854 the discriminating structures of the Hindu caste system were 

institutionalised in Nepal and led to the marginalization of a large part of the population. In 

April 1990 began the first People’s Movement of Nepal. This ended up establishing a 

monarchical multiparty democracy with its first election held in 1991 (Yadav 2016, p. 38-45). 

There was still unrest in the country and power remained under the control of elite groups 

from the high castes (Braithwaite 2015). In 1996 the People’s War started. This led to a ten-

year period with an unstable political situation, where more than 13000 people were killed, 

1300 people disappeared and hundreds of thousands were displaced.  In April 2006, political 

parties united in the second People’s Movement in Nepal and after 19 days Nepal was 

declared a democratic republic (Yadav 2016, p. 44). Women’s rights were central to the 

second People’s Movement and it is estimated as much as 20 to 40 percent of the fighters 

were female. Also, the rights of other marginalised groups, such as Janajati and Dalit, were 

highlighted as important for the movement (Braithwaite 2015, p. 7). The country had its first 

female president elected in 2015 and there is an emphasis today on including women in 

governmental, non-governmental and civil-society organisations (Yadav 2016, p. 48). 

2.3 Climate change adaptation in Nepal 

There have been several studies on adaptation to climate change in Nepal. Nightingale (2017 

p. 15) and Nightingale (2015 p. 223) points out that there are several policies in place for 

climate change, including the NAPA (National Adaptation Plan of Action), local policies 

developed in the LAPA (Local Adaptation Plan of Action) and CAPA (Community 

Adaptation Plan of Action). Nightingale (2017) further investigates how identity politics, in 

accordance with the complex social system in the country, is influencing the development of 

adaptation actions and implementation. Others have a more technical angle starting, studying 

the position of increased vulnerability due to the natural location and other variables 

measured in a quantitative manner and mapped out spatially (Mainali & Pricope, 2017). 

Sapkota et al. (2016) shows through a case study in Nepal how people’s social 

position influences their ability to anticipate and respond to climate change. One example 

related to caste is how the adaptation strategy of out-migration can be considered a coping 

strategy for Dalit families which does not contribute to improving their long term adaptive 

capacity, however, for families of the higher cstes, the same strategy can be seen as an 

investment in the future and a more long term adaptation strategy. They also refer to one 
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example concerning the role of gender. They consider illiteracy among some women as 

increasing their vulnerability, since this means that some women cannot read the label on the 

chemical pesticides they use in farming and some are unaware of the health risks associated 

with this. An important argument they raise is how people’s current capacities and situations 

influence their future opportunities when dealing with change (Sapkota et al. 2016, p. 61). 

Nightingale (2017 p. 17) finds in her case study that implementation of adaptation measures 

locally can favour wealthier, high-caste landowners, rather than the most vulnerable. This is 

pointing to the same relationship as Sapkota et al. (2016), the point being that people’s current 

position can be exaggerated positively or negatively by adaptation to climate change. 

A case study in north-western Nepal shows how participatory climate change 

adaptation programs can contribute to further solidifying the existing hierarchies and power 

relations, rather than altering them. Nagoda and Nightingale (2017, p. 91) show empirically 

how local elites have a certain control over participation and that the marginalized groups 

seldom get to influence the programs. In this way, the programs which appear neutral and 

technocratic are rather contributing to stabilising the current power relations in the area. This 

is in line with Jones and Boyd’s (2011, p. 1271) findings that there are social barriers for 

adaptation where caste is considered a “permanent nature” and that places restrictions on the 

choices for adaptation and decreases the household’s flexibility.  

Onta and Resurreccion (2011) have a different starting point when investigating the 

role of caste and gender for families adapting to climate change and the practical 

consequences in how adaptation is acted out. One example they mention is how one 

adaptation strategy was to engage in cross border-trade, but that the Dalits lacked resources to 

travel alone and this made them dependent on travelling with a person of higher caste. A 

barrier was identified and connected to the cultural norms of not sharing food and water 

between castes and this meant that the persons of lower caste would have to carry their own 

food. Onta and Resurreccion’s (2011) study showed that gender roles also was important to 

pay attention to, because how people were adapting reinforced the existing gender roles. 

Common for these case studies is that they highlight the importance of social identities within 

climate change adaptation in Nepal. Several of them also highlight adaptive capacity as an 

important factor for increasing the farmers’ resilience. Based on existing literature concerning 

the topic of vulnerability and adaptation in Nepal, I developed a hypothesis before leaving for 

fieldwork. I expected that social identities would affect the adaptation interventions in a 
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negative way, and that internationally-designed agricultural strategies would not be able to 

take the local hierarchical setting into account. 

2.3.1 The NGO and Climate Smart Agriculture locally 

The NGO I collaborated with is a national organisation with a history going back to 1995. 

They work in over 30 districts of Nepal and have a wide reach within the country (LI-BIRD 

2016). There were two people working locally at an office in the centre-hamlet, one man and 

one woman. They both had lived in the village for some years and knew the people and the 

local dynamic. 

In this case study I focus on Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA). However, the NGO 

had different projects running at the case study site and the separation between the different 

projects at the same site was not always clear to me as an outsider. From the NGO’s 

perspective, the projects were separated by different measures, frameworks, indicators, 

contact persons in the central office and also funding and international partners. One other 

project being tested in the case study area was focusing on Sustainable Agriculture Kits 

(SAK) and introduced by the same NGO. The projects had different focus areas on the 

interventions tested, i.e. adaptation to climate change in CSA and reducing female drudgery in 

SAK. This difference in focus can have contributed to the synergy effects and how gender 

was clearly taken into consideration in the CSA project. At the NGO village office, the same 

staff was working on the different projects, in terms of implementation and interaction with 

the local farmers. They separated the projects when reporting, in the statistics and formally. 

For the farmers the distinction between the changes they made and how they were connected 

to the different projects appeared less clear. The fact that the boundaries around CSA within 

the village was less clear was something that worried me at first. It was difficult separating 

clearly what was termed CSA or not. However, with time this turned out to be a strength. To 

see the different projects in connection with one another and use the information to see 

synergistic effects from their interplay and how the projects can be complementary gave a 

more holistic and robust understanding of the interventions tested. The innovations I refer to 

within this thesis were listed as tested under the CSA-project, but they were also seen in 

connection to the other projects (Bhatta et al. 2016).This is also visible in the analysis, where 

some interventions that might not initially appear as climate smart still turn out to enhance the 

resilience of the farmers. 



16 

 

I was told that the CSA-project was developed top-down, but the design of the 

implementation process left room for flexibility and experimentation. Based on literature 

reviews there were first identified 147 possible CSA technologies and practices and from 

those 31 out of 49 were termed suitable for the mid-hill agro-ecological zone (Bhatta et al. 

2016).  After this selection it was narrowed down further by connecting with locals to see 

what they considered as suitable for their area which would meet their needs. One simple way 

of dividing up the innovations would be to separate between a) new knowledge and ways of 

doing things and b) new tools, technologies and materials. Because of the diversity and 

flexibility in the piloting, there were a wide range of different innovations tested out. The 

commitment of the NGO of working along a continuum between development and research 

was clearly visible at the local site. They kept track of the piloting and showed me how they 

compared, for example two different fields, one cropping in the traditional manner and one 

with intercropping. Then they would measure and compare the yields from the two different 

fields. In this way, the farmers were empowered by seeing the difference themselves and 

making informed choices when choosing what to plant. 

The innovations presented in this thesis are not an exhaustive overview over all the 

innovations tested and piloted as CSA. I rather give a brief presentation of some of the 

technologies and highlight a few selected ones that were often addressed in interviews and 

that I see in connection to sociocultural practices. 

2.4 Summary 

Nepal is a country considered highly vulnerable to current and anticipated climate changes, 

both geographically as well as differentiated internally due to social stratification. It is a 

country with a lot of diversity geographically, climatically, socially and culturally. The 

farmers depend on agriculture, which is a sector vulnerable to changes in the climate. At the 

same time, the farmers may also face other challenges than climate change, for instance a 

lower position due to caste or gender. Several studies indicate the importance of including 

existing power relations and social positions when investigating climate change adaptation. 

CSA strategies are one way of adapting to climate change, and a focus for this thesis. 
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3 Theoretical framework 

The topic of this thesis falls within a crosscutting field of literature where climate change 

adaptation, mitigation, development, political ecology and technology and science studies are 

just some examples of strands of literature that could provide fertile perspectives for 

exploring the case. How you understand a problem and which perspective you choose to 

study it from creates the foundation for the answers you will find and the solutions you apply 

to solve it. Geels (2009) exemplifies this by using one case study to show how five different 

theories provide different explanations for the same change, without any of them being 

incorrect. The theoretical approach of this thesis is to employ a transformative lens on 

resilience. As I will show, this approach provides a space where it is possible to engage with 

both a systems theory of resilience together with a social constructivist theory focusing on 

practices. Rather than argue that one is more correct or “true” than the other, the analysis 

shows that these theories can be used to highlight different aspects of the same change 

process and in this way complement each other.  

The two theories outlined below have different foundations, one based on a systemic 

understanding and one in line with a social constructivist understanding of the world. What 

this thesis looks at are how socially constructed culture plays out through practices and when 

adapting, as structures that shape people’s daily lives. Geels (2009) distinguishes between 

four ways of looking at meta-theoretical positions and argues that inter ontology crossover, as 

a way of studying the interactions and bridging them can be a fruitful way of approaching 

research. This can be done in different ways, either by going back and forth between the 

different meta-theories and comparing their strengths and weaknesses or by separating their 

use either in time or in space. In this thesis, I use the three spheres of transformation (O’Brien 

& Sygna 2013), as a lens for exploring different aspects of social change and to bridge 

strengths from the two theories of resilience and social constructivism. I end the chapter by 

presenting figure five where I summarize the analytical framework described in this chapter.  
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3.1 The Three Spheres of Transformation 

Throughout the research process, 

the three spheres of transformation 

has been used as an analytical 

framework and tool guiding the 

development of the research 

project, the data collection, theory 

development and writing of the 

thesis. The three spheres provide a 

way of thinking about change 

processes in a holistic way that 

integrates different theories 

(O’Brien 2018, p. 155). The 

spheres can be used to shed light on 

how a change process is embedded 

in three nested circles as shown in 

Figure 3. The three spheres include 

a) the practical sphere, b) the political sphere and c) the personal sphere. The framework was 

developed in connection to studying social deliberate transformation in light of climate 

change, which can be achieved if all three spheres have the conditions necessary for 

transformation (O’Brien & Sygna 2013, O’Brien 2018). In this thesis, the three spheres are 

used to explore a transformative perspective on the CSA project, and to see how the spheres 

interact. I therefore start with sketching them out and putting them in connection with my 

research-project.  

3.1.1 The practical sphere 

The practical sphere highlights the dimension of change that is often technical and behavioral 

and forms the basis for practical solutions. Examples are changing sowing practices, new 

agricultural tools, and other techniques and technical innovations. Changes in this sphere are 

possible to measure or visible through indicators. Typically, this sphere gets the most 

attention when discussing concerns of climate change adaptation as the outcomes can readily 

be measured and accessed using familiar measurement tools (O’Brien & Sygna 2013, O’Brien 

Figure 3: The three spheres of transformation. (Source: O’Brien and 

Sygna 2013) 
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2018, O’Brien et al. 2018). For the case study explored in this thesis, the practical sphere 

highlights the CSA innovations that are introduced and implemented at the case study site. 

Some examples from the case study are tools, new techniques like intercropping or new 

materials like a plastic pond. It is possible to measure how much water is saved, if there are 

financial gains or more food produced. As mentioned above, such quantitative measurements 

are important for testing and keeping statistics over how the innovations worked. However, 

the focus of this thesis is on the interaction of the interventions with sociocultural practices 

related to social identities, which can be studied by looking at how the practical sphere 

interacts with the political and personal spheres.   

3.1.2 The political sphere 

The political sphere draws attention to the systems and structures in which the practical 

changes are embedded. The systems that we are surrounded by, such as infrastructure, 

political systems or the economic system provide both limitations as well as possibilities for 

change in the practical sphere (O’Brien & Sygna, 2013, O’Brien 2018, O’Brien et al. 2018). 

In this thesis, the focus is on socially constructed structures that influence sociocultural 

practices connected to different identities. What is considered “normal” behaviour, as 

explained through Berger and Luckmann’s (1967) theory below, guides human actions, both 

consciously and unconsciously. This is not to say that the social structures are deterministic 

when it comes to actions, but that it is important to recognize the mutual influence between 

structure and agency (Berger & Luckmann 1967). These structures can again be considered 

mutually constitutive of how systems function. As an example, the economic system is not 

designed by one person alone, but it structures possibilities for what is considered “normal” 

behaviour and actions. In the same way, there are certain sociocultural practices that are 

considered more “normal” than others through shared knowledge in a society (Berger and 

Luckmann 1967). Sociocultural norms that influence interaction within social systems, such 

as a household, a hamlet or in the market will be investigated in the analysis. 

3.1.3 The personal sphere 

The last sphere, the personal sphere, is depicted as the outermost circle. Examples in this 

sphere are individual and collective beliefs, values, worldviews and paradigms. The elements 

located in the personal sphere frame what is considered or believed possible to change as well 
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as how it can be changed. This sphere has received the least attention in the field of climate 

change adaptation and in-depth research into how the personal sphere influences the other 

spheres is needed (O’Brien 2018). The sociocultural norms in the political sphere, that can be 

played out as practices in the practical sphere are founded on different beliefs, religions, 

worldviews and values which are important to understand as they have consequences for 

adaptation (O’Brien & Sygna, 2013, O’Brien 2018, O’Brien et al. 2018). By focusing on how 

identities are socially constructed and performed through practices, I explore through a 

transformative lens how the practiced innovations can be understood to either reproduce the 

existing social structures or challenge them.  

3.2 Theories of Climate Change Adaptation 

As mentioned above, the analytical framework of the three spheres of transformation does not 

in itself provide a theoretical basis, but rather seeks to integrate various theories that relate to 

different spheres. To provide a theoretical basis for analyzing adaptation through the three 

spheres of transformation, I introduce resilience theory. I discuss critiques from the social 

sciences and how intersectionality may be a way of situating the approach in “the social 

world”. This further directs attention to social constructivism and the performativity of 

sociocultural practices. The chapter ends with reflections concerning how change is 

approached normatively or descriptively. However, I start out by showing how the three 

pillars of CSA can be understood and approached together, rather than three separate goals. 

This calls for a broader interpretation of the concept of adaptation. 

3.2.1 A broader understanding of adaptation 

Within the climate change literature mitigation and adaptation are seen as two different, but 

complimentary responses to climate change (IPCC, 2014). Mitigation is a response that aims 

at reducing emissions of GHGs to limit climate change itself, while adaptation is defined as:  

“The process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects. In human 

systems, adaptation seeks to moderate or avoid harm or exploit beneficial 

opportunities. In some natural systems, human intervention may facilitate adjustment 

to expected climate and its effects” (IPCC 2014, p. 118).  
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Adaptation as a response to climate change is based on the understanding that we will not be 

able to mitigate enough and that there will be a need to adjust to be better prepared for 

changes that are imminent. Adaptation is important because of the understanding that the 

climatic system poses an external threat to the social system, and the social system needs to 

adapt to the anticipated threat. Bassett and Fogelman (2013) trace the concept of adaptation to 

Darwinist evolutionary theory within biology. This theory explains how species adapt to their 

surroundings through time by the process of natural selection. The individual best fitted in the 

external environment will have the best chance to survive and reproduce. In this way, 

characteristics from individuals best adapted to the environment will be transmitted and 

developed over time. Head (2010) points out how the concept has a long history within 

cultural ecology and asks whether adaptation within climate change is just “retrofitting a 

concept.” She argues that there is a need to avoid portraying the environment and culture as 

dichotomies affecting each other and highlights the need for a dynamic understanding of 

culture. The three spheres of transformation provides room to address this need, which I show 

in the analysis.  

Pelling (2011) argues that the division between adaptation and mitigation is 

challenging and suggests a possible definition of adaptation as: “a response to a perceived risk 

or opportunity” (2011, p. 20). In this thesis, adaptation is defined in line with Pelling’s (2011) 

broader definition of different responses to risks and opportunities posed by humans. This 

understanding of adaptation can be seen to encompass all three pillars of CSA. Mitigation 

(limiting emissions from farming), adaptation (as adjusting to a changing physical 

environment) and ensuring food security. These can be included under the broader goal of 

responses to a perceived risk.  

Even though I use a broader definition of adaptation, including change processes of 

adjusting by implementing CSA through the three pillars, I want to point out IPCCs’ further 

differentiation between a) autonomous adaptation (which is not conscious or planned) b) 

planned adaptation (as a deliberate decision) and c) anticipatory adaptation (to expected future 

changes) (IPCC 2007). This thesis focuses on a CSA project that resonates with planned 

adaptation to climate change, while it is developed as a pilot-project to test CSA innovations.  

Eriksen et al. (2011) points out that adaptation is not always positive, and that there 

can be trade-offs where adaptation at one place is at the expense of adaptation somewhere 

else. To avoid this, they introduce principles to achieve sustainable adaptation, where the 
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context of vulnerability and importance of understanding different challenges to avoid 

unintended consequences is one of the points highlighted as important to take into 

consideration. A theory that is recognized for understanding adaptation to climate change and 

provides room to investigate unintended consequences is resilience. 

3.3 Resilience in coupled socioecological systems 

Imagine you are on a boat, the weather is nice and there are no waves. You have a full glass 

of water that you want to carry from one side of the boat over to the other. To avoid spilling 

you adopt a strategy of walking slowly, focusing on the water in the glass. Imagine doing the 

same task in a different scenario where there are large waves and the boat is moving in 

unpredictable ways. In this latter case, you would need to adopt a different strategy, plan for 

uncertainty, be flexible and adjust to the waves that rock your balance.  

Walker and Salt (2006, p. X) uses the metaphor described above to introduce the 

concept of resilience as a strategy when adapting to future changes that we cannot predict. An 

important distinction is made between engineering resilience and ecosystem resilience as two 

different ways of using the concept. Engineering resilience concerns how fast a system returns 

to its equilibrium state after a shock and is often used in relation to mechanical systems. 

Ecosystem resilience is rather defined as: “the magnitude of disturbance that can be absorbed 

before the system changes its structure by changing the variables and processes that control 

behavior” (Holling & Gunderson 2002, p. 27-28). The latter understanding of resilience is 

important for creating sustainable relationships between nature and society. This is because it 

emphasizes adaptiveness, unpredictability and variability as strategies to meet unknown 

challenges, rather than the notion from engineering resilience of controlling or managing the 

change and the speed of it (Holling & Gunderson 2002, Walker & Salt, 2006). Ecosystem 

resilience can therefore be understood as the flexibility of a system to meet unpredictable 

changes without changing its own structures fundamentally.  

Below I outlining some core concepts of resilience theory, which provide the 

foundation to understand the background for why a “social turn” has been called for (see 

Brown 2014). Resilience is referred to as a research approach, a theory of change and a 

concept. I will consider these in connection to each other below. Resilience thinking has been 

promoted and developed by interdisciplinary researchers to engage with complex challenges 
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like climate change. The approach is also used by practitioners and promoted through 

development organisations (Taylor 2017). The approach falls under a broader label of systems 

theories and focuses on the interplay between the different parts of a whole. When applying a 

systems perspective Flood (2010, p. 269) differentiates between a) systems thinking and b) 

systemic thinking. The former refers to systems that exists in the real world where it is 

possible to draw intuitive boundaries, like the human body, while the latter refers to a way of 

thinking. Resilience theorists study coupled socioecological systems and the idea behind it is 

the understanding that all social systems are dependent on, and embedded in, ecological 

systems and at the same time ecological systems are affected by humans. In this sense, 

socioecological systems affect each other mutually and should be studied in connection with 

each other (Resilience Alliance, n.d.-b). In this thesis, the resilience theory underpins a 

systemic thinking of the socioecological system at the case study site, with a focus on the 

social system. 

Resilience- some core concepts 

Some of the core concepts of resilience theory include the adaptive cycle, the panarchy 

model, thresholds, adaptability and transformability. The adaptive cycle is illustrated through 

a model consisting of a front-loop and a back-loop showing two transitions. The front-loop of 

the cycle shows how resources are used within a system and how longer periods of stability 

can be followed by a shorter period (depicted by the back loop) where there are opportunities 

for internal change, reorganization and innovation (Holling & Gunderson 2002, Resilience 

Alliance n.d.-a, Walker & Salt 2006). The theory of the adaptive cycle is meant to be used as 

a metaphor that highlights some important dimensions of change and adaptation, rather than a 

strict theory of how the world works (Holling & Gunderson 2002, Resilience Alliance n.d.-a). 

Dugmore et al. (2010) use the adaptive cycle to explain a historical case of the collapse of the 

Norse Greenland settlement over a timespan of several hundred years. Even though the 

communities could be considered to be adapting to the local stressors, their analysis shows 

that local adaptation led to reduction of the long term resilience and eventual collapse. In this 

thesis the adaptive cycle is a theoretical basis for understanding the importance of remaining 

flexible in order to stay resilient and avoid collapse.  

A second related concept is the panarchy model. This part of resilience theory 

highlights the interconnectedness of systems across scales, by showing how systems and 
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adaptive cycles are influencing and influenced by other systems above and below. An 

example of social systems is how the individual is embedded within a household-system, 

within a local community, within a nation, within a region and within the international 

community. Interactions at one scale influence and are influenced by cross-scale interactions 

from sub-systems and the broader system themselves are embedded within (Walker & Salt, 

2006, Holling, Gunderson & Peterson 2002). One of the criticisms that resilience thinking has 

met within climate change adaptation literature is an understanding that resilience implies 

resistance to change and favours maintaining status quo (Pelling 2011). The cross-scale 

interactions explained through the panarchy-model is crucial for understanding the balance 

between change and persistence. Through connected systems, the panarchy-model provides 

room to understand how transformation on one scale can contribute to resilience on another 

scale (Folke et al. 2010). To explore this argument, the concepts of thresholds, adaptability 

and transformability are important. 

Thresholds within resilience theory refer to the division between two different regimes 

of a system and can be illustrated with the metaphor of a ball in a basin. The bottom of the 

basin is the equilibrium of the system, which the ball (the state of the system) is gravitating 

towards. However, the shape of the basin is not constant, but changes form due to the 

conditions surrounding the system. The system’s resilience is described by how much the 

basin can change without the ball flipping out of the basin and into a different regime, i.e. 

crossing a threshold (Walker & Salt 2006). More accurately, Walker et al. (2004, s. 2-3) 

distinguish between four aspects of the system’s ability to stay within the basin. This 

highlights how measuring resilience of a system is a complex task. Both Walker et al. (2004) 

and Walker and Salt (2006) focus on the ecological state variables when exploring resilience 

and humans appear as a homogenous group both affected and affecting the environment. In 

this thesis I focus on the social system and use the concepts of thresholds and panarchy more 

metaphorically to investigate the resilience of a human system at the hamlet, household and 

individual scale by exploring the farmers adaptive capacity2. This will be explored through 

the use of five different capitals (Thulstrup 2015), explained below. 

 

                                                 
2 Adaptability and adaptive capacity can be used interchangeably (Folke et al. 2010). 
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3.3.1 Adaptive capacity, flexibility and livelihood resilience 

Ecosystem resilience was defined above as the flexibility of a system to meet unforeseen 

changes without changing its own structures fundamentally. The adaptive capacity of the 

system can be defined as: “The set of resources and the ability to employ those resources that 

are prerequisites to adaptation” (Nelson, Adger & Brown 2007, p. 402). Adaptive capacity is 

an integral part of resilience. Tanner et al. (2015, p. 23) highlight that since resilience stems 

from ecology, there is a risk of losing sight of the human aspect within these systems and the 

normative dimensions associated with this. They point out how resilience can be understood 

as a “boundary object” to investigate different kinds of shocks and stresses to a system, 

whether it is food security, climate change or other natural disasters. They define livelihood 

resilience as: “The capacity of all people across generations to sustain and improve their 

livelihoods opportunities and well-being despite environmental, social and political 

disturbances” (Tanner et al. 2015, p. 23).  

The future to which we are adapting is impossible to predict. Flexibility is a way of 

building up resilience by increasing important assets, which offers a way of approaching 

adaptation to changing conditions. By studying how the farmer’s capitals and assets are 

affected and affecting the adaptation measures, important dimensions of the farmers resilience 

can be investigated (Thulstrup 2015). Thulstrup ( 2015, p.353) define resilience as: 

“Resilience is understood here as a measure of the level of access to endowments of capital – 

financial, natural, physical, social, and human – that can be mobilized in order to respond and 

adapt to environmental change.” This is the definition of resilience employed in this thesis 

and which are used for investigating the resilience for the farmers at the case study site. 

Exactly how these assets interact and which ones are most important would then differ 

within different contexts and dependent upon what type of shock that occurs. The assets-

based approach was originally used in Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA) in 

development approaches exploring internal interaction in systems through concepts of 

different capitals (Scoones, 2009). This thesis aims, however, not to give a complete 

livelihood assessment, but instead to explore the relationship between sociocultural practices 

and resilience by focusing on five capitals and how they interact (for a complete checklist on 

sustainable livelihoods assessment see Scoones (2009, p. 177)). I am inspired by Thulstrup’s 

(2015, p. 356) way of combining the sustainable livelihoods approach with resilience, and 

build on his interpretation the five capitals and interpreting them in light of my case study. 
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The five capitals are 1) financial capital (which refers to economic resources) 2) physical 

capital (which refers to infrastructure, technology) 3) natural capital (which refers to land and 

natural resources) 4) human capital (which refers to labour force) and 5) social capital (which 

refers to social networks, group-membership and social status) (see Thulstrup 2015). This is a 

further differentiation from the twofold division between social position and material 

condition introduced earlier. Implicit in this way of approaching resilience is an 

understanding that increasing the different assets also leads to increased resilience.  

While adaptive capacity describes the ability of actors to influence the systems 

resilience, stay within the thresholds, and maintain the regime, transformability refers to the 

capacity to deliberately shift the system into a new regime and create a new system. 

Following the ball-in-the-basin metaphor, transformability is connected to the capabilities 

needed to deliberately get the ball into a new basin, with a new attractor-field (Folke et al. 

2010, P. Olsson, Galaz, & Boonstra 2014, Walker et al. 2004). Folke et al. (2010) use the 

example of how there was a change in agrarian practices in several Latin American countries, 

going from unsustainable land management to experimenting with new low-till alternatives. 

Over time the new farming practices were implemented on a larger scale which Folke et al. 

(2010) term a socioecological transformation. They highlight this as an example of how 

transformation in a system at a lower level within the Panarchy-model can contribute to 

resilience at a higher-level.  

 

Figure 4: The five different capitals of livelihood resilience (Source: Thulstrup 2015, p. 356, 

adjusted by author) 

Capital: Describing: 

Natural capital Land areas and natural resources 

Physical capital Infrastructure, technology, materials, access to water 

Financial capital Economic resources 

Human capital Labour force 

Social capital Social networks, group-membership and social status 

 

Social science critiques of resilience 

Brown (2014 p. 107) demonstrates that the term resilience has gained enormous 

popularity within the discourses on the global environment. The popularity of the concept has 
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also led to several critiques of the way it is used and I will highlight some of them below. The 

first point is the need to ask the question of “resilience of what and for whom?” when the 

concept is extended into the social realm (Brown 2014, p. 109, Cote & Nightingale 2012, p. 

475, Gillard et al. 2016). This is not a natural given and social research shows in many 

instances how resilience for some can be at the cost of the resilience of others, as some of the 

examples of identity politics and climate change adaptation in Nepal show (Nagoda & 

Nightingale 2017, Nightingale 2017, Onta & Resurreccion 2011). These examples also direct 

attention to a second and related weakness that resilience is often critiqued for, which is its 

lack of attention to power relations and politics within the social system and how it affects the 

Socioecological System (SES) (Cote & Nightingale 2012).  

Third, there is a scepticism towards the use of systems within social sciences (Gillard 

et al. 2016, Olsson et al. 2015). This can be related to difficulties as to where to draw the 

boundaries of the system. Even though the socioecological systems are regarded as coupled, 

the understanding is founded on a separation of the external environment as an exogenous 

force affecting the SES, and some argue that it is not paying sufficient attention to 

endogenous processes (Brown 2014, p. 109, Olsson et al. 2015). Taylor (2015) offer an 

alternative approach to climate change adaptation where the environment and society are not 

seen as two separate systems, but rather coproduced. I will delve further into this below. 

Gillard et al. (2016, p. 256) offers a fourth critique by arguing that the resilience approach 

seems to promote an understanding with a management focus where it is assumed that 

resilience in the short run will lead to successful adaptation in the long run. From this 

perspective, it represents a deterministic way of approaching the future. This is an important 

point and Eriksen and Brown (2011, p. 3) point out that there is limited knowledge on the 

long-term consequences of adaptation itself and whether it actually contributes to increased 

environmental and social sustainability. This critique is not limited to resilience as adaptation, 

but very relevant and important to be aware of when implementing adaptation measures 

aiming for resilience.  

Although the inclusive concept of socioecological systems is a strength within 

resilience thinking, Westley et al. (2002) point out that there are some important differences 

separating ecological and social systems. People in social systems have developed systems of 

symbolic construction, for instance through language. The fact that we can communicate 

abstraction through our language and transfer knowledge adds an important dimension to time 
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and place, which are the two most important aspects of ecological systems. Humans can 

reflect upon issues and change the structures in the system intentionally and at different 

speeds than what happens in ecological systems. We even have the ability to make future 

scenarios and change behavior in accordance with expectations of future gains. What Westley 

et al. (2002) point to here, is how the social construction of society is an element within social 

systems, which differentiates them from ecological systems. 

3.4 Social construction of society 

Berger and Luckmann (1967) outline a theory of how society and culture can be seen as social 

constructions. This is described as a process where there is room for change and alterations in 

the production and reproduction of the structures. They distinguish three processes that 

interact in the dualistic relationship between structures and agency to the degree that the 

structures in some instances can function as an objective reality separated from the 

individuals. Humans create or produce practices for how things are done as a way of 

organizing society and social interactions. When these practices are acted out, they become 

externalized.  

Berger and Luckmann (1967) distinguish between society as an objective reality and 

as a subjective reality. Over time these practices becomes habits of how things are usually 

done, or even norms concerning how things should be done in a collective group of people. 

When it becomes a part of the collective practice and norm it can be considered a part of the 

objective reality, which is outside the realm of what a single individual can change and 

appears instead as a structure that people form their lives in accordance to. When people are 

following these structures, they are simultaneously reproducing and legitimizing them.  If the 

norms and practices are not questioned they can be internalized so they appear natural and as 

a part of how the world is, i.e. they become a part of the subjective reality. The structures 

appear natural, as a way the world works and are considered a part of the actor’s knowledge, 

assumptions and beliefs about how the world works when it is not brought into question.  

At the core of this theory is the duality of structure and agency; society and culture are 

produced by humans and human action is structured by society. Awareness of these 

structures, by making them an “object” again, can give room for contestation and space for 

change. Social structures create expectations for certain types of behavior by restricting some 
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actions and at the same time enabling and naturalizing actions in line with the structures 

which are considered “normal behavior” (Hodgson 2006, p. 2). This was something I as a 

foreigner, experienced during fieldwork myself several times: 

“Since I wore sandals that were not made out of leather I could use them in the Buddhist temple, but in 

the Hindu temple I had to take them off. I also had to do different movements with my hand to touch 

my forehead and chest to show respect.”  

(Field notes translated from Norwegian) 

As an outsider, I did not know of these norms, but by others telling me what was going on-

socially transferring the norm through language, I was able to follow them and not break the 

social expectations.  

3.4.1 Situating resilience by focusing on social identities 

Cote and Nightingale (2012) highlight the need to situate the resilience approach and some 

researchers are working on this already (Shah, Angeles & Harris 2017, Surtiari et al. 2017). 

This thesis aims to contribute to such research by highlighting cultural aspects interacting 

with adaptation interventions. IPCC (2012, p. 84) refers to culture as: “(…) a complexity of 

elements that can relate to a way of life, behavior, taste, ethnicity, ethics, values, beliefs, 

customs, ideas, institutions, art, and intellectual achievements that affect, are produced, or are 

shared by a particular society.” This is a broad definition, so to narrow it down, I focus on 

practices connected to different social identities. 

Identity is defined as: “Social categories which an individual claims membership as 

well as the personal meaning associated with these categories” (Shields 2008, p. 301). People 

hold multiple social identities and some examples are gender, age, sexual orientation, 

functionality, profession, race, ethnicity and caste. This is captured in the concept of 

intersectionality, which highlights how different aspects of an individual’s identities interacts. 

Intersectionality shows how single-axis frameworks that focuses solely on gender such as 

second wave feminists, or class from the labour movement, or race from the antiracist 

movement, miss the interrelatedness that becomes visible when the aspects of different 

identities are studied in relationship to one another (Cho, Crenshaw & McCall 2013, 

Nightingale 2011, Shields 2008, Valentine 2007).  
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To include an intersectional perspective within resilience is to recognize that there are 

differences between certain social identity groups, and how the social identities act together to 

influence access to different assets and capitals. This thesis highlights the connection between 

the adaptation interventions and the sociocultural practices connected to social identities. 

Because an intersectional framework in itself could produce an unmanageable amount of data 

I focus on the sociocultural practices appearing in the intersection of the social identities of 

farmer-gender, farmer-caste/ethnicity and farmer-gender- caste/ethnicity and look at them in 

connection to selected CSA interventions that stood out in my empirical data material. This 

could be investigated quantitatively with an understanding of social identities as boxes to be 

ticked off.  

A constructivist approach, however, offers a more dynamic view on social identities in 

line with Head’s (2010) request to have a dynamic view of culture within climate change 

adaptation research. Butler (2003) is a feminist writer and her theory on the performativity of 

gender recognizes gender as something acted out and performed in daily activities following 

and reproducing norms and expectations. She argues that it is important not only to 

understand how gender is naturalized, but also how it can be challenged3. Butler argues that 

there is a:  

”…double truth that although we need norms in order to live, and to live well, to know 

in what direction to transform our social world, we are also constrained by norms in 

ways that sometimes do violence to us, and that, for reasons of social justice, we must 

oppose.” (Butler, 2003, p. 3). 

Valentine (2007) draws on this theory of practice and performativity and argues that 

intersectional analysis can start from the lived experience, looking at how identities are being 

acted out and how individuals give importance to different identities in different situations. 

An empirical case study of social transformation of gender identities and how they are 

practiced in Nepal is provided by Yadav’s (2016) bottom-up perspective on social change in 

context of the Nepali war. The transformation is an effect of the conflict and she studies the 

intended and unintended spaces for empowering women. This is similar to the exploration of 

this thesis, where I explore how practical climate change adaptation interventions create space 

                                                 
3 Butler (2004) is discussing the use of the category “women” in itself. I will however not go into this discussion, 

but limit my understanding to the more widely accepted position that gender is socially constructed and 

performed.  
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where structures related to gender, caste and ethnicity come in to play. This process can create 

both challenges and opportunities for change. Nightingale (2011) shows how there is a 

material aspect that plays a role in the formation of different identities such as gender, caste 

and class in Nepal. By looking at how practices related to the belief of purity/impurity and 

social identities play out spatially, she argues that the materiality is a part of forming the 

identities. Building on this way of understanding social identities produced and reproduced 

through interactions among social structures, materiality and human actions, I see adaptation 

as a way of producing our lived environments (Taylor 2015). In this way, I show how 

adapting by implementing CSA can make space for new ways of constructing social 

identities, by changing practices. 

3.4.2 Lived environments and climate change adaptation 

Taylor’s (2015) way of understanding climate change adaptation can be seen in 

connection to the notion of social production. He critiques the dominant discourse of climate 

change where he calls vulnerability, resilience and adaptive capacity “the holy trinity of 

climate change adaptation” (Taylor 2015, p. 53). He argues that this understanding limits the 

way we approach the type of social change that is called for and lays the foundation for 

managerial and technocratic ways of approaching the challenge of adapting to climate change.  

He writes: 

“…We must ask how our lived environments, in both their social and climatic 

dimensions, are actively produced through the complex interaction of human and non-

human agencies in ways that are markedly unequal (…) Engaging contemporary 

climatic change is not about adapting to a changing external environment. It is about 

challenging how we produce ourselves.” (Taylor 2015, p. 18–19) 

Taylor uses the term “lived environments” to illustrate how the environment is a part of social 

and biophysical relational fields that are mutually reproducing one another and rather than 

talking about climate as “average weather” he focuses on what he terms material “climate” 

(Taylor 2015, p. 15–19). The meteorological forces can be felt and experienced in the 

socioecological field and this is what he calls material climate. This material climate is partly 

socially produced through how we live and reproduce ourselves. To understand climate 

change from this perspective he argues that: “Material climates are produced at various scales 
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within the complex combinations of meteorological forces, social energies and other non-

human agencies inherent to the production of lived environments” (Taylor 2015, p. 40). One 

of his main arguments is that the dominant discourse on adaptation is based on a dichotomous 

understanding of society and climate, where societies must adapt to the external forces of 

climate change. To position this in relation to the resilience theory described above: the ball-

in-the-basin metaphor does not investigate how the ball is co-creating and producing the basin 

itself. Taylor (2015) shifts the focus from adaptation to an external climate, over to how we 

reproduce ourselves and our lived environment with a material climate as a way of opening 

up a wide space for solutions, which is here employed in line with Berger and Luckmann’s 

(1967) theory.  

Reckwitz (2002) differentiates between four ideal-type theories that build on Berger 

and Luckmann’s (1967) cultural theory, and he focuses on practice theory, which he 

understands Butler as belonging to. He writes: “for practice theory, social practices are bodily 

and mental routines” (Reckwitz 2002, p. 257) and that social order is dependent on how the 

focus of analysis is: “(…) produced by a nexus of (non-discursive and discursive) practices as 

body/knowledge/things-complexes” (Reckwitz 2002, p. 258). Shove (2010) argues for the use 

of practice theory to study more sustainable ways of living, but her examples are placed in a 

different economic context (flying or driving cars). However, the focus on practices and 

production provides an empowering foundation for approaching humanity’s role in shaping 

our own future and is thus employed in this thesis. 

Burningham and Cooper (1999) go through some of the main critiques of social 

constructivism within environmental discussions. They build on Sismondo’s (1993) 

distinction between a mild and a radical constructivist approach. The mild constructivist 

approach, like the one introduced by Berger and Luckman (1967) argues that the “social 

reality is socially constructed” and does not reject an objective reality (Burningham & Cooper 

1999, p. 303). Ontologically, this is not different from realist positions. On the other hand, 

Taylor (2015) might be considered to fall under what they term radical constructivism, where 

materiality can also be considered socially constructed, but Taylor (2015) adds to this by 

emphasizing that there is an interplay with non-human agencies. This thesis takes a mild 

constructivist approach, where an analytical framework helps connect the social construction 

of culture and interaction with materiality, with a realist position concerning power relations 

and effects of the socially constructed practices.  
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3.5 The three spheres of transformation and the role 

of culture 

The framework of the three spheres 

highlights the importance of 

investigating all three spheres as 

interconnected in order to see what 

the possibilities and barriers for 

change and adaptation are and where 

they are located (O’Brien, 2018). 

O’Brien (2018, p. 156) writes: 

“Culture is a powerful subjective 

construction that influences human-

environment relationships” and she 

considers it to be present in all 

three spheres. Figure 5 illustrates 

my understanding of how culture can be studied through social constructivism and practice-

theory and how it is used in this thesis. Culture is rooted in the personal sphere where beliefs, 

worldviews, assumptions and values are identified. This provides the foundation for the 

production and reproduction of the social structures in the political sphere, such as norms 

connected to what is considered appropriate or “normal” behavior from certain social roles, 

such as caste, ethnicity or gender. In the practical sphere, this is visible through the specific 

ways of doing things or materials used and the meanings attached to them.  

In this thesis the three spheres have been used as a tool to integrate different 

perspectives on the implementation of CSA in a specific cultural context in a case study site 

in Nepal. These can be studied in the practical sphere as technical interventions to increase 

resilience of the socioecological systems in the political sphere. With a focus on the social 

system, I explore how sociocultural structures in the political sphere such as norms, influence 

practical adaptation interventions. The personal sphere highlights how the structures in the 

political sphere are socially constructed and embedded in assumptions and beliefs in the 

personal sphere. The interaction among the spheres provides the space for a nuanced 

understanding of possibilities and barriers for climate change adaptation (O’Brien 2018). An 

example is if a technical solution proposed in the practical sphere is not challenging the 

Figure 5: Culture and the three spheres of transformation (Source: 

O’Brien and Sygna 2013, adjusted by author) 
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beliefs or values in the personal sphere and in line with the systems or structures in the 

political sphere, the two outer spheres can support and enable the change implemented. A 

different technical solution may create opposition to an existing value system where one part 

will lose if the change is implemented, this might be seen as a power struggle in the political 

sphere where some win at the expense of others. In the latter case, the three spheres can reveal 

barriers to adaptation. This thesis takes the position that the social structures are real, but at 

the same time that they are reproduced through our actions and how we perform them, and 

because of this there is room created for alterations. I point to how this can be connected to 

their foundation in the personal sphere and that this influences the consequences they have on 

adaptation. The process of reproducing, challenging the norms or how the norms and 

practices can serve as barriers are thus used to investigate what can be termed a broader 

solution field for how to approach climate change adaptation.  

The flexibility of the framework of three spheres of transformation is both a strength 

and a weakness.  As it is not in itself a theory of change, it does not actually tell us anything 

about how change happens, what kind of change happens or what are desirable changes. The 

flexibility of the three spheres-framework can be considered both a challenge, as it provides 

the researcher with a great amount of space to define how they are used, as well as a strength, 

as it provides room for combining different perspectives on a challenge and tries to minimise 

the blind spots.  

3.5.1 Studying change descriptively or prescriptively 

Thorèn and Olsson (2017) points out how the concept of resilience can be used to study 

change descriptively or prescriptively. When the concept of resilience is used descriptively it 

says nothing about the characteristics of the system being either good or bad. However, when 

resilience is framed as the goal when adapting and formulating policy, there is a need to be 

cautious of how it is used. If a system is oppressive of marginalized groups, maintaining it 

and making it more resilience would be unethical (Cote & Nightingale 2012, Thorén & 

Olsson 2017). I would argue that the same goes for transformation. It can be used 

descriptively within research or prescriptively for policymaking or forward-looking research. 

O’Brien et al. (2018) characterize the three spheres of transformation as a framework 

to understand important dimensions of transformation defined as “significant changes in 

form, structure and meaning-making” (O’Brien et al. 2018, p. 29) and cuts across all three 
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spheres of the model. It is important to note how this is only one of several ways that the 

concept transformation is used within climate change literature. Feola (2015) identifies eight 

different conceptualizations of the term in his literature review: there are some common 

aspects, in that they all address structural change, but there are significant variations between 

their uses as well. These differing views on the concept highlight the subjective dimension of 

characterizing what kind of change is occurring and the three spheres can help to explore this. 

For some actors changing the type of crop grown is termed a transformation, while the same 

action can be a minor adjustment for others.  

When the three spheres are used as a tool for interpretation of empirical change 

processes it highlights the interaction among all three spheres, and how transformative 

processes are cutting across all three spheres. The name of the framework- three spheres of 

transformation can be a bit misleading because of the great diversity in the ways the concept 

of transformation is used within climate change literature. The framework can be used to 

study change-processes more in general, since all changes will be anchored in some way in 

the personal sphere, the political sphere, as well as in the practical sphere. The framework 

helps highlight these dimensions and whether they are changing or not. Based on this, I argue 

that the way in which this perspective is employed in this thesis offers a transformative lens 

on resilience, when discussing a situated resilience perspective in light of the three spheres. 
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Figure 6: Schematic overview of the analytical framework 
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3.6 Summary 

There are different ways of approaching the relationship between humans and nature in light 

of climate change. Adaptation can be understood in a narrow sense as adjusting to better fit 

the anticipated external changes or in a broader sense of describing the changes we make to 

meet climate change. The latter understanding can include adaptation, mitigation and food 

security. The three spheres of transformation provides an analytical framework to investigate 

changes from adaptation in a nuanced manner. I situate the approach of studying adaptation 

interventions aiming to enhance resilience with a focus on intersectionality. The three spheres 

further provide the space to look at this in connection with more social science theories, such 

as social constructivism. This transformative lens recognizes both the theoretical perspectives 

and shows how they complement each other when investigating adaptation in a case study.  
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4 Methods  

A research project is characterized by the requirement of a rigorous approach and continuous 

reflection concerning how the data is gathered, how the data is analysed and what the answers 

found signify (Bradshaw & Stratford 2010). In this chapter, I describe how I developed a 

research design that informed how I gathered the empirical data needed to answer my 

research questions focusing on sociocultural practices and climate change adaptation. I will 

intentionally highlight my role as a researcher in this research process, in line with feminist 

research (see England 1994). This means I focus on my own role and reflect on the ways in 

which the research process demanded consideration and choices along the way, which affect 

the research design and the conclusions made.  

The empirical data material was gathered during six weeks of fieldwork in Nepal in 

May and June 2017. I spent time in Kathmandu, Pokhara and in a rural area in the Kaski 

district. The methods used were a combination between fieldwork with participatory 

observation and informal field conversations as well as semi-structured interviews. These 

methods were chosen because they complement each other in the data collection.  

4.1 A qualitative research design 

To answer the research questions, I developed what Ragin and Amoroso (2011) term 

as a qualitative research design. A qualitative research design can be distinguished from 

comparative and quantitative research designs based on what type answer the study is looking 

for. The qualitative research design is suitable for exploratory research. The approach allows 

for many variables to be investigated and a rich description of the case studied (Gerring 

2004). This is a strength when exploring a new field and opens opportunities for including 

other aspects that the researcher did not consider or did not know of before going into the 

field. The qualitative research approach was therefore considered suitable for doing an initial 

exploration of interactions between sociocultural practices and planned adaptation to climate 

change in Nepal. The theme for the study gives room for a wide investigation, so to make it 

manageable within the frames of a master thesis I decided to do a case study. The exploratory 

design was very useful and helped me identify several aspects in the field that I did was not 

aware of before leaving for Nepal (see Appendix I).  
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The aim of a case study is to limit the complexity of the empirical reality and abstract 

aspects that are relevant in light of the theoretical framework. Ragin and Amaroso (2011, p. 

123) describes how this process can be characterized as data-enhancing, where how the case 

is limited lays the foundation for how relevant information later can be abstracted from the 

rich context. In this research project I wanted to see how CSA was implemented and 

contextualized in interactions with local sociocultural practices and one of my intentions was 

to be an outsider to the local context studied, as this provides a different perspective. I had 

contact with some different possible NGOs and areas which could have been relevant for a 

field visit. The collaboration and Nepal as the country was established through an interplay of 

chance, network and relevance. I established contact with a recognized NGO in Norway and 

was introduced to the NGO in Nepal through them. I also contacted someone in Norway who 

had done research in Nepal to get feedback on my ideas and learn from her experiences. I 

realized after some research that there were several reasons why Nepal was a good location 

for a case study: the diverse natural, cultural and social context described above gave me 

reason to believe it would be interesting to investigate CSA in the local context through a 

transformative lens.  

4.1.1 Cooperation with a Nepali NGO 

Howitt and Stevens (2010) emphasizes the importance of anchoring research locally when 

doing cross-cultural research. This was my aspiration for this research project, but the 

limitations around writing a master thesis makes co-designing the research difficult to 

organize. However, based on this understanding it was important for me to get in contact with 

a NGO that worked locally to see if there was some way I could connect my project to their 

work. I worked with the Nepali NGO in developing a Letter of Agreement before leaving 

Norway, so we had common expectations and an understanding of each other’s roles. It was 

important to the NGO that the topic of the thesis would also be relevant to their research, but 

how to do it was up to me. However, all interpretations and the conclusions made in this 

thesis is my own and my responsibility. During the initial contact with the NGO I was 

provided with a contact person, whom I met up with when I arrived in Nepal. I received some 

feedback on my research design and questions. Two others who had done research in Nepal 

said that the use of audio recording may be unfamiliar and might change the way the farmers 

responded. This was important information to have before I did my first field visit and was 

very helpful to me, as I was not familiar with the context. Still, this thesis is not co-designed 
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research, I have, however, tried to make it relevant in the local context and the final results 

will also be shared with the NGO.  

In qualitative methods the sampling is done strategically to get relevant informants 

with knowledge about the topic and the number of informants (N) does not need to be high 

(George & Bennett 2005, Gerring 2004, p. 448, Baxter 2010). If one uses quantitative 

methods there is often a wish to have a representative sample to be able to generalize and say 

something about a wider population, however this is not the intent in qualitative case studies. 

In order to get a strategic sampling of informants I wanted to speak to farmers that were 

participating in the project and people who had worked on the project or in connection to it at 

the NGO-level from positions in Kathmandu, Pokhara or in the hamlets. The objective was to 

get several perspectives on the issue; my expectation was that they would have different entry 

points to the same topic and therefore broaden my perspective. Throughout the thesis I 

distinguish these two groups, as either being connected to the NGO or as farmers. The 

informants I interviewed are listed in Appendix 1, with 10 people connected to the NGO and 

17 farmers in the area.  

When I arrived at the field site, I was put in contact with a person working locally for 

the NGO and living in the area of my case study. She was a very important gatekeeper (see 

Hammersley & Atkinson 2007), who helped me getting in touch with farmers to do 

interviews. She lived in the village herself and knew the people. She was very helpful in 

establishing the initial contact with farmers and helping my translator and I get to the right 

place to meet them.  

Even though I wanted a strategic sampling and not representative, I had an intention to 

interview farmers from both genders and different castes. However, I did not get to interview 

many low-caste and the farmers were mostly women. This can be seen as a weakness, but the 

responses I got related to the gender division of labour did not differ between the answers I 

received from men and women I interviewed. An interesting aspect is that the men 

interviewed had returned after a longer period abroad and were not the ones responsible for 

farming themselves. However, the sampling is not meant to be representative, but rather 

strategic to highlight some relevant perspectives for the case study (Baxter 2010), which the 

farmers I interviewed had a good background to do. 
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4.1.2 Casing 

Ragin (1992) introduces the concept of “casing” to describe how limiting and drawing 

boundaries for the case is a dynamic, ongoing process. It has been important throughout this 

case study to maintain the objective of being flexible and to having an exploratory attitude to 

both the fieldwork and my findings. There are many ways of limiting a case study, but I will 

use Thomas’ (2013) distinction between the concepts of object (the theoretical framework) 

and subject (how it is limited in time and place).  

The subject of the case study is the Kaski district, Nepal, with data collected through 

fieldwork in May/June 2017. The design of the CSA-project included three different sites, in 

lowlands, mid-hill and mountain regions of Nepal. Because of limitations of time, practical 

aspects of infrastructure and the project design, the fieldwork conducted for my case study 

limited itself to one area, and I choose to go to a geographical area in the mid-hill region in 

Nepal. The duration of the fieldwork means that I did not get the same insider view and 

understanding as one gets through more traditional ethnographic fieldwork, but Fangen (2010, 

p. 123) points out that a positive consequence of this can be that the data material one gets 

from the fieldwork can be more thoroughly investigated.  

The object of the study is the theoretical framework. For this thesis, the object is the 

interaction between sociocultural practices and climate change adaptation through CSA 

investigated through the three spheres of transformation. This thesis focuses on the social 

system, but also includes the ecological part of socioecological systems through the category 

natural capital. This can be considered a weakness as this approach considerably simplifies 

the interact between social and ecological systems. I wanted to do the case study parallel with 

a student within ecology, to be able to compare and learn from each other’s research 

perspectives, but this turned out to be difficult to organize on a practical level. However, with 

a focus on sociocultural practices embedded within the social systems, this thesis instead 

seeks to make a meaningful contribution to the “social turn” within resilience (Brown 2014, 

Shah, Angeles & Harris 2017). Moreover, my own disciplinary background in human 

geography and the broader human dimension research field I am a part of highlights the 

importance of a focus on social systems.  
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4.2 Qualitative methods 

Qualitative interviewing is an appropriate method for learning more about people’s 

perspectives and opinions and to get their perspective on the topic. It provides more 

information than what one can observe. Participatory observation on the other hand has the 

strength of providing a broader experience of the field, informal conversations and the context 

(Fangen 2010, p. 10). In this thesis, the methods were used in conjunction with one another, 

with the most weight given to the interviews, and my own observations and experiences in the 

hamlets providing complementary information. The interaction with those connected to the 

NGO included less participatory observation, but I was lucky to be included in several events 

and happenings that took place while I was there so I collected a lot of field conversations 

from this as well.  

4.2.1 Participatory observation  

 Participatory observation is a method where the researcher takes part in the social situations 

and follows the people that are being studied within their contexts. You participate by being a 

part of the social interaction and having field conversations, which are informal 

conversations. This means one gets to know the people one is studying and develops some 

sort of relationship to them (Fangen 2010). As mentioned above, there are clear differences in 

the lengths of fieldwork, and the limited time I spent in the hamlets did not provide me with 

the amount of information about practices, compared to more traditional ethnographic 

research through observation (Fangen 2010). This can be seen as a weakness when addressing 

a research question related to sociocultural practices, and it is important to highlight that most 

of my findings are based on interviews and what the informants told me. Even so, I argue that 

my fieldwork still provided me with relevant and valuable information I would not have 

gotten otherwise. I gained experience with the physically demanding labour of carrying water 

and working with the kudalo in the fields. I also developed relationships to some key 

informants and field conversations early in the morning, from our walks between the hamlets 

and in the evening sitting in the dark at the pidi gave me a more nuanced understandings of 

my data. Sometimes I refer to information from these conversations as field conversations in 

the text. I also observed how some of the practices connected to gender were nuanced and not 

always strictly followed. I had sessions in the mornings and evenings writing down field notes 

from the day that had passed, what I had seen, experienced and my own feelings and 
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reflections. These notes were an important part of analysing the data afterwards and some are 

rendered in the thesis. The six weeks gave room for intensive data collection, talking with 

farmers participating in the CSA-project as well as people connected to the CSA-project by 

the NGO at the local and the national level.  

 Fangen (2010 p. 10) writes that it is impossible to predict what challenges one will 

meet in the field, which situations one ends up in and the choices one will have to make. 

There were several events that shaped my fieldwork that I had not planned for and flexibility 

proved to be important. I had to stay some days in Kathmandu upon arrival because the first 

local election in 20 years was taking place and I was advised not to travel. I therefore ended 

up spending more time in Kathmandu than first planned. However, I spent a lot of this time 

with a family I got to know, and even though they are not a part of the case study, they taught 

me a lot of interesting things about Nepali society and culture. When doing participatory 

fieldwork full time, one lives in the field and interacts with the informants continuously 

(Fangen 2010). My fieldwork can be considered in total six weeks in Nepal and then further 

split up between time in the hamlets, eating the local food, using the local facilities and 

sharing a room with my translator or staying in hotels in Pokhara or Kathmandu. As I will 

explain later, I ended up taking a short field break (Fangen 2010, p. 124), from fieldwork in 

the hamlets, which I had not initially planned. The reason was to reorient my research and 

also for practical reasons concerning my health. Even though this felt like a failure at the time, 

having a few days to rethink and adjust my research questions turned out to be an advantage I 

will look at closer below.  

4.2.2 The qualitative interview 

Numerous guides have been written on how to conduct a good interview, and I read up on 

some of these to prepare before leaving for fieldwork (Dunn 2010, Patton 2002, Cloke et al. 

2004). Patton (2002) distinguishes between three different types of interview techniques: the 

informal conversation, the interview guide approach and the standardized open-ended 

interview. I decided to use semi-structured interviews as well as field conversations. The 

development of the interview guide was an ongoing process. I started out getting inspiration 

from other developed interview guides on cross-cultural studies concerning different topics. 

The first interview guide was operationalized based on my initial, tentative research questions 

and the questions were carefully formulated and reflected upon to make sure they would be 
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understandable to the informants. This is an approach similar to developing a standardized 

interview guide, and was important to me due to my lack of experience in interviewing as 

well as the fact that I am an outsider to the Nepali context. I did not have a chance to pilot the 

interview-guide in the case study site, only in a seminar with Norwegian students which is a 

totally different context. Upon arrival in Nepal I also received feedback from my contact 

person at the NGO, concerning how I could expect the interviews to proceed and what would 

be understandable within the context. I also asked both translators I used to read through the 

questions and provide me with feedback before we went into the interview setting. Despite 

my preparations, when I started interviewing I realized that I needed to make adjustments, as I 

will discuss below. 

The map versus the terrain 

When starting to conduct the interviews in the case study site I realised that I was not getting 

the answers I was expecting. My expectations regarding the practicalities for how to conduct 

the interviews also had to be adjusted. The best practice examples I been taught in Norway 

described how interviews ideally should be in a quiet, comfortable and private setting. I soon 

realised that this was not possible to arrange in a natural way in the hamlets. I decided that the 

most important priority was to make the informants as comfortable in their natural setting as 

possible. The interviews were most often conducted sitting out on the pidi in front of the 

informant’s house, as then it was me visiting them where they felt most comfortable.  

Sometimes this meant that neighbours or my local contact person would also be sitting on the 

pidi listening during the interview. In these instances, my translator would ask if this was OK 

for the informant. I was very aware of whether or not the questions were sensitive, and 

discussed this with my contact person in the NGO, as well as with my translator throughout 

my stay in the hamlets. This shows that it is important that ethical considerations are reflected 

upon continuously throughout the research process. The fact that the interviews were not done 

in a quiet, secluded place may have affected the answers, however I would argue that this 

approach was more organic and created a friendly atmosphere. I found this preferable to 

creating an unnatural and uncomfortable setting for the informant that may have also affected 

the answers, although in a different way. 

As mentioned above, the setting and the answers I got in the field differed from my 

expectations and since it was my first time in the field, I became unsure as how to continue. I 
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decided to take a field break in Pokhara, which initially felt like a failure. During a skype-

conversation home, I got some advice; before I left home I had developed a map over the 

situation. When I arrived at the setting, the terrain did not match the map I had sketched out 

beforehand. Therefore, I needed to adjust the map. This is very much in line with what 

Fangen (2010) writes about the unpredictability of fieldwork and the strength of being 

flexible. I changed the set up of the interview and went for a more semi-structured version 

(see Appendix I), where I added new topics I was not even aware were relevant before 

entering the field. This shows how important flexibility is in qualitative research design and 

the explorative character of it ended up giving me new information and taking the research in 

a different direction than I had expected.  

Patton (2002, p. 380-383) writes how the use of recording device is a strength to get 

exactly what the participants said. In my fieldwork those connected to the NGO were familiar 

with it and I got permission to use it. Before going to the hamlets, I was advised that using a 

recording device could contribute to an unfamiliar setting for the farmers. Based on this, I 

started out handwriting notes from the interviews. After a while, as I got more familiar with 

the setting, I decided to ask permission to record some of the interviews. My experience was 

that the answers did not differ that much the times I used it and the times I did not use it. Still, 

trying out both approaches helped me reflect upon whether it affected the informants, rather 

than if I had just used it straight away.  

Translation 

Another factor that influenced the interview situation was the language and that I was in an 

unfamiliar cultural context in Nepal. There are 123 languages spoken as mother tongues in 

Nepal in addition to Nepali as the common national language (Yadav 2016). Those connected 

to the NGO centrally were all interviewed in English, which they seemed comfortable with 

since this was a language they used at work. Documents I received from the NGO with 

background information were also written in English. When talking to the farmers and those 

working locally for the NGO I had to use a translator. This affected the interview situation 

and the relationship between me and the informants, as well as the data collected (Patton 

2002).  

Because of some practical challenges, I ended up having different translators. One 

translator was a man who had grown up and lived in the village and stepped in to help me out 
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on very short notice. He had an established role in the village, belonging to a family and a 

Janajati-group. I learned a lot during the first days with the male translator, about the village, 

the people there and he became a key informant who shared a lot of valuable knowledge with 

me. After a few days, a woman, also belonging to a Janajati-group, from Pokhara came to the 

village to help me with translation instead. This woman did not know anyone in the village 

from before, but her outgoing and humble personality was a great help to me in establishing a 

good relationship with the informants. My impression was that using translators was helpful, 

not only for translating language, but also for helping me understand the cultural context 

better. Even though the use of two different translators was not planned, I think it turned out 

to be beneficial, both in relation to positionality and the validity of the data which will be 

discussed further below. 

Cloke et al. (2004) write that using interviewing as a method can be compared to 

putting on a play. You plan the show, rehearse your lines, think about your role and how the 

play will turn out, but then, when the play actually starts there is a lot of room for 

improvisation. Flexibility and improvising became very important, since the situations in the 

hamlets were quite different than I had expected.  

4.2.3 Analysing the data 

How the data is analyzed is crucial for the conclusions presented. Out of all the information I 

gathered during my fieldwork, only some parts are actually used in the final product, still the 

totality of data has played a role in shaping the thesis. The data I have is conditioned by the 

focus I had when I conducted the fieldwork, even though I constantly had the clear intention 

to be explorative and open to new information. Blaikie (2007) outlines four ideal-types of 

research strategies, i.e. how the researcher approach the relationship between the empirical 

data and theory during the research. However, as they are ideal-types, my approach does not 

fit anyone of them perfectly. By an exploratory approach I pursued a cyclic approach, moving 

from theory and literature, to empirical data, back to theory continuously.  

I started transcribing the interviews in Nepal and completed the job in Norway. I 

transcribed both the recorded interviews and my handwritten notes using the program 

Hypertranscribe. The personal field notes were read through several times and color-coded to 

supplement the information from interviews. The data was coded and recoded in Nvivo 

inspired by Saldaña’s (2009) and Dunn’s (2010) tips on how to analyse, but I adjusted the 
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process to the data I had collected. For the first analysis, I started with descriptive codes 

inspired by the data material. I distinguished between the two groups of informants, since I 

received different information from them and this led to different codes being relevant. I was 

not too strict on limiting the codes and rather coded everything in the interviews with fitting 

codes. This was to get an overview over the content. Since their answers were directed by the 

questions I asked, I wanted to do this to keep an exploratory attitude to the information that 

had been shared with me. Based on the first coding I started writing out a text. This first draft 

included a lot of descriptive information that is important for my understanding of the case, 

but not all of it was relevant to answering the research questions. Based on this first draft I 

had a better understating of how I might structure the thesis and answer the research questions 

and how the theories could help me understand the data on a more theoretical level as well.  

Secondly, I then created a priori categories and codes, based on relevant patterns I saw 

in the first draft and the theories I thought would be relevant to use. Examples of some of the 

codes I used the second time are the different assets, such as social capital, human capital or 

challenging structures. When recoding the second time I used the codes in a more restricted 

manner and a lot of the text was not coded. This was a data-enhancing process (Ragin & 

Amarosso 2011). In order to be explicit and concise in this text, there is a lot of information 

that is left out which, however, is still important background knowledge for me when 

considering the data and identifying patterns. Analysing the data and abstracting the most 

relevant information has been a continuous process of going back and forth, making mind 

maps, highlighting in different colours and searching for patterns.  

4.3 Ethical considerations:  

When doing research, it is important to be aware of the ethical dimensions where one of the 

priorities is to avoid harming the informants or using the information in ways that could be 

harmful to them (Vera, 2016). Reflecting upon the ethical considerations is a continuous 

process which has been important to take into account, develop and pay attention to from the 

start of developing the research design, in the field and afterwards when analysing and 

presenting the findings. Therefore, I highlight some aspects that are especially relevant to this 

case study in a cross-cultural research context. One example is how, based on feedback from 

Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD), I consider information about caste to be 

sensitive information to follow their guidelines. I have not described in detail some of my 
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observations of how caste played out spatially, since I cannot guarantee that the informants 

will not be recognized. I therefore use more broader descriptions in the section of caste, and 

refer to interviews where this was spoken of in a general manner, rather than provide detailed 

descriptions where people may be recognized in their local context. 

However, this was something I was aware of in the field, and I was told several times 

in the field that caste was not sensitive information, it was an integrated part of society. I was 

asked in a field conversation about what castes we have in my country, and I replied that we 

do not have a caste system in Norway. This led to a great deal of personal reflection, because 

even though it is true that we do not have a caste system, we still have institution that separate 

groups formally and informally, for instance refugees. Still, my impression during fieldwork 

was that the castes were a part of the people’s daily life and therefore not sensitive 

information to them. Despite this, there is a formal law in Nepal against discrimination based 

on caste (World Bank 2006) which makes it important to be aware of how the data is 

presented and to keep personal information confidential. This is also the reason why I have 

not linked gender or ethnicity to the farmers in the attached list of informants (Appendix III). 

An important point is to keep the data confidential and anonymise the participants. The data 

were coded and personal information that was connected to the data material was stored in a 

separate document. Both translators signed concerning contract on confidentiality before 

starting the work. The participants were informed that their connection to the NGO is made 

clear in the thesis.  

The research project was reported to NSD and approved. I decided to go for oral 

consent instead of written because of the language barrier and the high degree of illiteracy in 

Nepal and also the diversity of languages spoken (Yadav, 2016). My consideration was that 

this would be more ethically more appropriate than asking for a signature on a document 

which was incomprehensible to them. Instead, I talked through a written version (Appendix 

II) with my translator beforehand, regarding what was most important to emphasize and the 

importance that we were given an informed consent before starting the interview. The written 

version of the informed consent was inspired by earlier masters students who did their 

fieldwork abroad (Høiland 2016, Saaghus 2016). However, conveying this information in the 

rural Nepali context was a learning process, where I followed directions by NSD highlighting 

which institute I am studying at as well as giving out my contact information if they wanted to 

get in touch with me afterwards.  
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For contact, I gave out my Nepali phone number that I had during my stay, as well as 

my supervisor’s and my own e-mail addresses. In some instances, this was not useful for the 

farmers, since they did not have an e-mail or were unable to write to me in English, but it 

invoked laughter and a friendly atmosphere. In an attempt to find a good option for this, we 

agreed that if they wanted to they could contact me through the NGO’s local contact person, 

which would be able to get in contact with me after I returned to Norway. I experienced it as 

an advantage that the NGO was known in the field and that they had had visiting master 

students before when explaining my role. For the employees that I interviewed in the cities, 

the informed consent was sent with the request to interview them, along with Appendix II. I 

was open to everyone I met in Nepal about my role as a student writing and learning about 

Nepali culture, which led to many interesting field conversations.  

An important point is to try to give something back to those who kindly gave of their 

time and shared their knowledge with me. At the same time, it was important to me to have a 

role as a researcher, and not mix it with a role of a tourist or from a NGO that would provide 

something in return. For those I stayed with, I was able to take some pictures that I gave them. 

The thesis will be sent to the NGO after submission in Norway, in order to give something 

back and because this was something they requested.  

4.4 Critical reflections on the method and data 

When doing research, choices are made along the way. These choices influence what 

empirical data I collect and while it is not possible to avoid this impact, it is important to 

reflect upon it. I will therefore look closer at how my positionality in the field can have 

influenced the data, how an outsider’s perspective is different from that of an insider and also 

consider some choices I have made that were beneficial is some ways, but limiting in others. 

4.4.1 Knowledge from somewhere 

Traditionally there was the ideal of objectivity when doing research, but within the social 

sciences, especially critical science like feminist research it is emphasized that there is no 

such thing as objective knowledge. England (1994, p. 248) argues for this by describing the 

researcher as an instrument for doing the research and reflect upon how people have diverse 

backgrounds as positioned subjects which influence the research. She argues that: “The 
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researcher cannot conveniently tuck away the personal behind the professional, because 

fieldwork is personal” (England, 1994 p. 249). To reflect upon one’s role and power relations 

in the field as well as how my background affects the research more generally is thus 

important. I will exemplify the theory behind intersectionality and social identity described 

above to reflect around my positionality in the field. 

When doing my fieldwork in Nepal, I had several social identities that were made 

relevant in different situations (see Fangen 2010, Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). Some of 

these identities are closely connected to me as a person, such as being female, in my mid-

twenties and from Norway. Other identities are more connected to the specific situation as a 

foreigner in Nepal, a student enrolled in higher education and that I was introduced through 

the NGO. These social identities are not static, in the context of Norway my identity as a 

student can give associations of being poor, while in Nepal I experienced my identity as 

Norwegian gave associations of being rich.  

These identities are played out in relation to the informants in a dynamic way and also 

change with time during fieldwork. One example was how I was called “Didi Ann” in some 

field conversations after a while, which translates to Sister Ann. This was a label used in a 

wider sense than family relationships and symbolising more of a friendship. My role differed 

in different situations and for different people, from being a visitor, a student, a foreigner and 

even developing friendships. An example of this was how I was invited to a ceremonial party 

in the village. My fieldwork in the hamlets was supposed to be over so I went without a 

translator. This was an instance where the language was a barrier and my lack of knowledge 

of norms and traditions marked me as a foreigner, but I was also included in ways that marked 

me as more than just a researcher asking questions, but as a participant in an important event. 

In the interview situation, the relationship between the informant and myself is partly 

negotiated through the practice of establishing rapport, but this should not go on the expense 

of being neutral to what is told (Patton 2002). I was first introduced by a local person working 

for the NGO as a student from Norway when asking for the interviews and then through the 

informed consent from my translator. The fact that I was introduced to the farmers through 

the person working locally with the NGO affected the situation and implications from this 

will be further discussed below as trade-offs in the field. It was important to me express 

humility and that I was eager to learn from the informants as well as gratitude that they were 

willing to share their knowledge about something they know a lot about and I knew little 
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about. I also tried to learn a bit of Nepali before leaving for fieldwork and I used the few 

phrases I knew in several instances as a way to break the ice and start out with some laughter. 

This was also a way of demonstrating how they have a lot more knowledge about the Nepali 

way of doing things than I had.  

Having more than one translator, gave me the opportunity to compare if answers were 

translated in very different ways. Their background also affected the research situation. The 

male translator had an established position and relationships in the hamlet. In one interview 

with a woman from a lower caste, he made a comment afterwards that the women might have 

felt that she had to give the right answers. This could be connected to my status as a foreigner, 

or to him as a male from a higher caste. The female translator, who helped me most of the 

time, had a very open personality and was very good at creating a friendly tone, even though 

she did not know anyone in the village before.  

A challenge when using a translator is the validity of the answers (Patton 2002). The 

answers given by an informant are first interpreted by the translator, then translated to English 

and then interpreted by me. It was not a direct translation and I reflected in the field on how 

nuances from the answers were lost. This is a reason why I have not used a lot of direct quotes 

in the text, but instead paraphrased the meaning and information we discussed. This was also 

a reason for redirecting the interview-guide, going from asking clear questions to rather 

discuss themes. However, in some instances there were quotes in some interviews and field 

conversations that seemed so special to me, that I specifically asked to write them down as 

quotes. The difference between field conversations and interviews, which informants to list in 

Appendix III, and how to reference the empirical information when writing the thesis was a 

topic of reflection and cautious choices. The informants listed in Appendix III are the once I 

sat down and had semi-structures interviews with. However, I use knowledge from field 

conversations and observations as well in the thesis, and in these instances, I do not refer 

specifically an informant, while this is from handwritten field notes taken throughout the 

fieldwork. 

It was easier to get access and answers to questions concerning gender, than questions 

concerning caste in the field. This could be connected to my positionality as a foreigner, not a 

part of the local structure and sociocultural norms or in connection to my translator belonging 

to a different caste than some of those I interviewed. I collected some data, but I also use 

more supplementary data from other’s research to put my findings into a larger picture, and 
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see how it resonates with the findings of others. My positionality was different with the group 

of informants from the NGO. My initial contact with the NGO was established through a 

collaborating NGO in Norway, which meant some of them had some preconceptions of 

Norway even though there was no collaboration connected to the project I was studying. Still, 

my angle into the topic and the questions were from a different context and this provided a 

rich opportunity for more in-depth discussions and gave more richness to the data.  

4.4.1 Cross-cultural research 

One of the main challenges in the design of the research study chosen is to consider whether I 

as an outsider can actually say anything at all about Nepali culture studied through practices, 

especially after only six weeks in the country. England (1994) reflects upon this aspect and 

tells a story of one of her own “failed” research projects on the spatial aspect of lesbian 

identity construction, while based on the motivation of giving voice to a marginalized group 

she: “…worried that I might be, albeit unintentionally, colonizing lesbians in some kind of 

academic neoimperialism.” (quote England, 1994, p. 247). This is a fear I have worried about 

myself several times throughout the process. A question that I continuously have asked 

myself is “Who am I to say…” Still, I am convinced that cross-cultural studies are important 

and that an outside perspective is not necessarily bad, but that it is important to highlight how 

this perspective affects the research (Howitt & Stevens 2010).  

Before I left, I read up on the Nepal and climate change adaptation and based on 

different readings (see Bennett 2002, World Bank 2006, Bhattarai, Beilin, & Ford 2015, 

Nightingale 2011) I decided to use an intersectional perspective to study the practices, 

because I expected there to be different practices connected to different social identities. 

These categories are relational and dynamic rather than static entities and situating the case 

study is therefore important. Also, the number and which categories that are relevant will 

differ with context and following Christensen and Jensen (2012) I decided to choose some 

categories a priori to the fieldwork to focus on. This was a choice to direct my focus and 

make it more manageable as a first fieldwork experience in a new context.  

 An important guideline throughout the research has been to be aware of the separation 

between ethnocentrism and cultural relativism. Fangen (2010, p. 168) points to how they are 

often seen as opposites. Culture relativism can be described as studying a culture based on it’s 

own premises, while ethnocentrism is comparing the culture morally and normatively to the 
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researcher’s own culture. Fangen (2010) complicated this picture by arguing that culture 

relativism can be seen as a methodological principle rather than a normative principle. I have 

tried to follow this division throughout the thesis, by describing what I see and analysing it 

with the analytical framework, without making moral judgements. Rather I highlight the 

interplay to allow for greater awareness of the interactions, which will be important for 

policymakers and NGOs working within this context if there is a desire to have successful 

adaptation for everyone.  

4.4.2 Reflexivity and trade-offs 

I have highlighted several challenges above related to the fieldwork. The terms reliability and 

validity come from quantitative methods and are used to assess the data. Reliability is 

concerned with the researchers influence on the data, and whether a different researcher 

would come to a different conclusion (Fangen 2010). Bailey et al. (1999) are critical to how 

research is often portrayed dualistically as either a standardised, rigourous approach which 

may claim to be objective and neutral versus a rhetoric, creative way of approaching the 

research process. They rather suggest reflexivity at all stages of the research and transparency 

concerning choices made along the way, and they suggest that this will contribute to a more 

valid research. This process of research is characterized by choices and prioritizing. It has 

developed continuously as I have worked on this thesis, as I have gained new knowledge and 

corrected the path along the way to make it fit the new information I found. The discussion 

above concerning the map and the terrain when conducting interviews is one example. I 

would argue that adjustments like those taken along the way contribute to the validity. A 

sense of humility is valuable when recognizing that the initial approach was not flawless, and 

flexibility is necessary to adjust to the new knowledge gained along the way. This flexibility 

also contributed to an emphasise on exploring new opportunities for knowledge I had not 

thought of beforehand. It also appeared to me that several choices I made were trade-offs, 

with both advantages and disadvantages. 

Having a feminist approach to the research I have reflected upon how my background 

and position probably will have affected my conclusions as well as the perspective I interpret 

them within. However, this would be true for any researcher. I made a choice of collaborating 

with a local NGO to get a local anchoring of my research, but this can be considered as being 

at the expense of not being as independent as I could have been otherwise. The connection 
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can have influenced the answers I received. Based on this, the research questions are not 

directed towards assessing normatively how the project itself worked, but instead 

understanding how it intersects with sociocultural identities and practices. However, through 

continuous reflection I have done my best to be aware and to be transparent about the choices 

I made and trade-offs they led to. 

By looking at the data in connection to existing research in the field and how it 

resonates with this I have tried to connect my findings to a broader understanding of the field. 

It is important to reflect upon the answers I got and interpretations I have made. I do not hope 

to generalize directly based on the findings I present. I rather argue that it is one example of 

how CSA is implemented locally, and some of the effects that are seen or considered possible 

in the interplay with sociocultural practices. It is not transferrable to other cases, but I abstract 

some arguments and findings based on the data, that suggest aspects that can be relevant to 

consider generally when implementing CSA in different contexts.   

As a qualitative case study this study does not give an exhaustive picture of all aspects 

of the case. By focusing on a few relevant aspects, a lot of supplementary information that has 

been important for my understanding of the case but not directly relevant to the thesis has 

been left out. The method has been chosen with the background of wanting to go into depth 

on some aspects related to adaptation. The choice of going deep is then necessarily at the 

expense of going broad. The findings I have are not generalizable to a broader population, and 

it might not even be true for all of the people living in the case study area. It reflects the 

knowledge shared with me by the informants and my interpretation of these. However, the 

findings do say something about how CSA was implemented and understood in this situation 

and shows some broader tendencies and aspects for further research. I will highlight this after 

the discussions. 

4.5 Summary 

In this chapter, I have explained what I have done to gather the empirical data used to answer 

the research questions, and the considerations made along the way. I have used a combination 

of participant observation and interviews, two methods that have given complimentary 

information. The ethical considerations have been a continuous process throughout. I have 

emphasized to my role in the research process and the choices and trade-offs I have made 
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along the way. I argue that research within the social sciences, such as feminist research is not 

neutral nor objective, but that transparency and reflexivity therefore needs to be highly 

prioritized.  
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5 Gender and resilience 

In this chapter the relationship between sociocultural practices of gender and adaptation 

towards resilience is explored. I start out by outlining some of the main characteristics of 

farming in the case study area, based on information from my time spent there. I identify 

some sociocultural practices connected to gender and farming that are relevant in connection 

to adaptation. These findings are investigated through the five capitals of livelihood resilience 

based on Thulstrup (2015) and as nested systems (Walker and Salt 2006). Based on the 

findings from my case study, I use the three spheres of transformation as a lens to explore the 

interaction between sociocultural practices and adaptation intervention (see O’Brien & Sygna 

2013). It is outside the scope of this thesis to investigate all the different norms and practices 

related to farming in Nepal. Rather, I will highlight and emphasize some specific practices 

that were acted out in relation to the different adaptation interventions and that could be seen 

in connection to different social identities. Resilience was defined above as “a measure of the 

level of access to endowments of capital – financial, natural, physical, social, and human – 

that can be mobilized in order to respond and adapt to environmental change.” (Thulstrup, 

2015). I further investigate how the social construction of sociocultural practices as undersood 

by Berger and Luckmann (1067) and Reckwitz (2002) provides room to alter the existing 

structures. 

5.1 Farming at the case study site 

While the topographical division of Nepal runs north to south, the political division is more 

east to west, with five development regions called east, central, west, mid-west and far-west 

(Vandernoot & Hove 2014). This case study was conducted in the Western development 

region, in the Gandaki zone, in the mid-hills of the Kaski district. It is not a case study of 

farmers in the entire district of Kaski, but rather focuses on some hamlets located within 

either walking distance from each other or a bus ride apart. The area where the CSA strategies 

were piloted was delineated by the borders of a Village Development Committee (VDC). 

However, the administrative borders within Nepal changed between the implementation of the 

CSA project and when I conducted my fieldwork (Kathmandu post 2017). Therefore, I refer 
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to Kaski as the district of my case study, even though the interviews and observations are 

from a smaller area consisting of what I chose to call six smaller hamlets. 

 

 

 

Farming at the case study site is mainly based at the household level, called pariwar in 

Nepali. Aase and Chapagain (2017, p. 238) define a Nepali household as: “…a group of 

consanguinally4  and affinally5 related people who hold corporate property rights to land and 

whose members are affected by decisions relating to that property.” Inter-caste marriage is not 

common in Nepal (Pariyar & Lovett 2016), and members of the same household belong to the 

same caste and follow the same norms and practices. The household often has an 

intergenerational structure and I was told that when a son gets married, the new wife would 

traditionally move into the husband’s household. The household not only consists of the 

people who are living in the house currently, but people who have migrated for work or 

                                                 
4 Related through descent. 
5 Related through marriage. 

Figure 7: Location of Kaski district in the Ghandaki zone, Nepal (Source: UN Nepal Information Platform, n.d, circle 

added by author.)  
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studies can still be considered as a part of it. The number of people considered as a part of the 

household I interviewed ranged from four to 18.   

Farming at the case study site is 

an integrated system where both 

livestock and cultivated land are 

important. The main natural capitals I 

identified are fields, forest, livestock and 

water. Around the houses and between 

the hamlets, the area is characterised by 

terrace farming (See Figure 8). This 

means that there are relatively small 

fields separated by different levels of 

elevation. The topography of the area 

results in a generally steep inclination of 

the ground.  

The fields are separated into two different types of land; bari- and khet-land. Bari-land 

is upland, rain fed fields, often closer to the houses. Khet-land is land placed lower, with the 

irrigation channels are called kulo in Nepali. Most households said that they have both bari- 

and khet-land, but some only had the bari-land around their house. Generally, the khet-land 

was further away and a farmer estimated that it took 45 minutes to walk to their land 

(Informant 19, Farmer) while another farmer told me that they did not use their khet-land, as it 

was too far away (Informant 13, Farmer).  

The hamlets had a public bus connection to Pokhara, a large city in Nepal. This was 

seen as a significant improvement, as it earlier was no bus connection, and they would have 

had to walk. In most of the hamlets there was one bus going every morning and one bus 

returning every afternoon from the city and one hamlet served as a central point where several 

busses passed through. The bus going every day meant that they had the chance to get 

groceries from the city, sell any extra crops or products they might have produced and reduce 

the distance for bringing back crops after harvesting (Informant 13, Farmer, Informant 11, 

Farmer).  

Figure 8: A picture of terrace farming (Photo: Ann Kristin 

Schorre 2017) 
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Common to all the farmers I spoke to was that they grow a diversity of crops, instead 

of specialising in only one or a few. There are differences in what people grow in their bari- 

and khet-land, because of the difference in natural conditions. Some of the crops grown in the 

bari-land were maize, finger millet, soybean, cowpea, pumpkin, garlic, onion, cucumber, 

tomatoes and mustard. In khet-land I was told that it was common to grow rice, and the 

baseline survey from the NGO supplements this information by adding that some also grow 

potatoes and lentils in their khet-land (Bhatta et al. 2015, p. 13). Some also had fruit trees 

around their house. This shows how there is a diversity within the natural capital at the case 

study site. In addition to the fields there are also forests, surrounding the hamlets. The forest 

is a source of fodder for the animals, and also important as a source of firewood for cooking, 

since it is common to cook inside over an open fire. Water was available at community taps. 

To get there one had to walk on small paths for quite some time and carry it back, a task that 

was both time consuming and physically demanding. 

The livestock contributes to the farming system and the household in several ways. 

The buffalos provide milk, and other dairy products like ghee which is a type of butter. The 

manure from the animals is used in the fields. The ox is used for manual labour, such as 

ploughing the fields. There is also a possibility of renting out the ox to other farmers to 

plough their land, so it can be a source of financial capital. The data from the NGOs’ baseline 

report of the VDC where the CSA-technologies were tested shows that farming is the single 

biggest income contributor to the household in the areas contributing to 38 percent. The 

second biggest source of income was from remittances, which is money sent home from 

people who have out-migrated, contributing to 18 percent of the total income (Bhatta et al. 

2015, p. 16). The domesticated animals are an important part of the farming system and the 

households’ natural capital. Some of the livestock that were common were ox, buffalo, goats 

and poultry.  

The general level of technology used in the farming is very low. I observed and tried 

to participate in farming by using the kodalo for harrowing a field before planting, which was 

a physically demanding job. Many tasks were traditionally performed without any tools, like 

separating corn from the stem with a hand-movement technique. I was told this technique 

easily caused blisters and was time consuming. Another demanding practical task was 

separating the finger millet grains from the stem. I was told that this traditionally was done by 

placing the cut finger millet on the ground, tying an ox to a pole and letting the ox walk 
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around the stick to step on the finger millet. This way of doing it is both time consuming and 

the grain could easily become damaged and useless.  

As mentioned, there is significant geographical diversity in Nepal, and even at the 

very local level climatic diversity is high. I was told there were differences in what crops were 

most suited to grow in the different hamlets in the area (Informant 4, NGO). Climate change 

is predicted to be a challenge to the farmers in the case study area and the baseline report for 

the CSA-project shows that hailstones, drought and insect pests are the biggest hazards they 

are facing (Bhatta et al. 2015, iv).  

As shown, there are multiple challenges facing farmers in the case study area. Several 

of the challenges are not new. The terrace farming is an adjustment to the topography and the 

low level of technology, hard physical work and male out-migration has a long history. Some 

challenges are felt in everyday life, like the work associated with getting water. Others, for 

instance climate change, can be felt as a shock through a natural disaster as well as a gradual 

challenge with increasing the temperature. The decreasing status of farming was also 

highlighted as a challenge. I was told that nowadays the youth want to have the work 

distributed as a workday, which is quite different from the nature of seasonal farming and the 

daily activities connected to livestock which does not follow what can be considered office 

hours (Informant 2, NGO, Informant 13, Farmer). As I will show through findings and in the 

discussion, the diversity of stressors within agriculture locally is important to take into 

consideration when implementing CSA in a specific location. 

5.2 Gender division of work 

“In this area it is mostly the women who do the farming.” 

         (Informant 5, Farmer) 

The first finding was that there was division of labour within the case study area, and that 

women were considered mainly responsible for farming activities and household work. 

Specific types of work were associated with the different genders. Related to farming, the task 

of getting water, planting and going to the forest to collect firewood and fodder or grass were 

mainly considered women’s jobs. Ploughing on the other hand, was considered exclusively a 

man’s job. Answers differed when I asked if the man would help with the farming tasks if he 
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were at home. The gender division of work did not appear as a strict division in all instances. 

As mentioned, getting water was considered mainly a female job, but I observed a man that 

was home from working in the city who helped with carrying water and getting grass for the 

domesticated animals. These practices connected to gender did not seem to have a strict 

normative dimension connected to them, as he said he would help with these tasks if he had 

the chance. Still, he often worked in the city and was not at home for periods of time. This 

shows how some of the sociocultural practices are flexible, but the out-migration places a 

limitation on the gender division of labour and plays an important part of the feminization of 

agriculture in the area. 

5.2.1 Male out-migration and lack of human capital 

«Male out-migration and feminization of agriculture are two sides of the same coin»  

(Field conversation with a man living in the hamlet).  

Several of the female farmers I interviewed told me that they were solely responsible for the 

farming, and many pointed to the reason being male out-migration. The NGO’s baseline 

survey shows that in the area about 40 percent of the households have someone absent, and of 

those who have migrated around 90 percent are male (Bhatta et al., 2015, p. 16). When 

talking about migration with informants it appeared to be a practice, but it also had a 

normative dimension to it. It is not something everyone does or has to do, but at the same 

time, it was mentioned as an obligation to feed the family. I was also told that traveling for 

work opportunities is not only an individual choice, but more often a household-decision, 

which suggests that it is discussed collectively.  

Migration can mean that entire households leave or that some members leave. The 

gender dimension is visible when some members leave the farm while others stay behind. I 

was told in field conversation about a hamlet of six houses where all of them were abandoned, 

even though the government had invested in water and electricity. The reason, I was told, was 

that all the members of the households had moved to the city for work and education.  

There is a long tradition for some groups in the case study area to migrate, like the 

ethnic group Gurung. Bista’s (2004, p. 92) description of Gurung’s and their history shows 

how remittances have been an important source for income for a long time and there was a 

tradition for joining the Indian and British armies. However, there has been a change in 
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destination and type of work that people migrate to do. Because of globalisation, people can 

travel further and to other destinations. During my visit I talked with youth in field 

conversations, in both the cities and in the village, concerning which countries were the most 

attractive to migrate to. In these conversations we talked about how leaving home for a 

different country, often for a long period of time, even years, can be hard for the person 

leaving. The work can also be physically demanding and sometimes dangerous. At the same 

time, it was discussed as an obligation to contribute to feed the family and for better 

opportunities.  However, out-migration also increases the workload of the women staying 

behind who are left responsible for the household and farming. From this perspective, out-

migration contributes to a lack of human capital at the farm. 

  

“We are working in the sense of helping each other” 

         (Informant 16, Farmer) 

One way of meeting the lack of human capital at the household level, was “worksharing”. 

This is a way of helping each other by working together with neighbors. I learned about two 

different ways this was done, called parma and huri. In huri there were more than ten people 

participating while in parma there were fewer people working together. Parma was described 

as a tradition of helping each other (Informant 16, Farmer). The practice was often connected 

to seasonal work, where in periods there was a lot of work to do. Working together made the 

work easier, while it was more efficient to work concentrating on one field, before moving 

over to another field a different day(Informant 23, NGO). One farmer told me that when 

working in parma one day of work by a man was equivalent to two days of work by a woman. 

This was connected to the perception of females being physically weaker than men, and 

therefore an uneven relationship between the time spent working and the amount work done 

between the genders (Informant 19, Farmer). In a different conversation I was told that you 

would get back the same amount of work done without it being connected to gender 

(Informant 18, Farmer). This is important to mention because it says something about how the 

female work was perceived and valued compared to male. 
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5.2.2 The challenge of out-migration: Resilience at different 

scales 

The gender division of labour at the case study site was seen in connection to the sociocultural 

practice of male out-migration. This thesis set out to explore how farmers are adapting to 

climate change through a CSA project and those leaving farming were not the focus. 

However, the findings suggest that male out-migration does affect how farming is done at the 

case study site and affects the implementation of adaptation interventions. I did not focus on 

reasons for out-migration specifically in my interviews, but through field conversations the 

importance of financial capital for households as well as the difficulties in getting other jobs 

in the area were highlighted. This resonates with Paudel et al. (2014) who identifies how 

farming is characterized as an unattractive, demanding occupation, which play a role for 

families when leaving their farms to seek opportunities in urban areas. However, I will rather 

explore how this practice affects the overall livelihood resilience of those staying behind and 

will therefore be understood through the lens of five capitals and adaptive capacities.  

Transformation to increase resilience 

There were several types of migration that were relevant in the case study area. Migration of 

some members of the household was the most common type I encountered, because I often 

then spoke with the woman staying behind. However, as described earlier there were also an 

entire hamlet we could see from the water-tap that was abandoned and the entire family had 

out-migrated. If whole families out-migrate for either education or work, it can be considered 

a transformation, in the way the concept is used within resilience. To use the metaphor of a 

ball in a basin, the household (considered as a system) changes the basis for their livelihood, 

passes a threshold and enters a new basin with a different center of attraction (Walker et al. 

2004). Farming as an income source and as the dominant daily activity for the household is 

abandoned and they need to find a different source of income, which provides a new stable 

state for the regime and can be considered a deliberate transformation at the household level. 

In this way, the social identity of farmers is replaced with a new social identity tied to a type 

of labour.  

With several challenges facing farmers and making them vulnerable, out-migration 

can be seen as an adaptive strategy (Chapagain & Gentle 2015). Migration can, in light of 

climate change, be understood as enhancing resilience at the household level, while it 
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removes the insecurity of being directly dependent on natural resources and hard physical 

labour every day. However, to think of this strategy through the panarchy model (Holling, 

Gunderson & Peterson 2002), where the household level is an integrated sub-system of the 

national system, it becomes clear that there are trade-offs between scales. Even though the 

strategy can be beneficial at the household level, if too many people abandon farming it can 

contribute to decrease food security and resilience at the national level (Paudel et al. 2014, p. 

12). 

Individual transformation for household adaptation 

The other type of migration discussed was when only one or a few members of the household 

out-migrate for work. In this case the farming system at the household level is not 

transformed and farming is still a main activity at the household level.  It may be viewed as an 

adjustment to increase the households’ resilience to external shocks. This is because out-

migration may be considered a strategy for income diversification, thereby contributing to an 

increase in the households’ resilience to external shocks and moving the thresholds for the 

system (see Walker et al. 2004). If a natural hazard affects the area, it increases the 

households’ flexibility to have a source of financial capital besides the natural capital from 

farming. This flexibility can be considered increasing resilience based on Thulstrup’s (2015) 

definition. Also, financial capital has some strengths in itself, there are some expenses that 

need to be paid with money, like school fees or if a member of the household needs to go to 

the hospital.   

At the individual level, it can be considered transformative to out-migrate to support 

the family. Resilience at the household level is increased, by increasing how much the system 

can change before it is transformed (Walker et al. 2004), but it can also be understood as 

dependent on transformation at the individual scale to leave one’s family and home. However, 

when looking at these relationships as nested through the panarchy model (Walker and Salt 

2006), the individual is considered a sub-system of the household. The strategy and practice 

of male out-migration to increase resilience at the household level can be understood as 

decreasing the individual adaptive capacity of the woman in the same household. As an 

unintended consequence of the male out-migration, the household’s overall human capital 

available for agricultural work is reduced. This adds to the vulnerability of those left behind if 

they are overburdened by the workload. This shows how the panarchy model is crucial for 
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understanding the unintended consequences of adaptive strategies, and how what might be 

successful on one scale is at the expense of resilience on a different scale. 

Resilience for whom?   

To migrate and the practical consequences for the household is a change within the practical 

sphere of the three spheres of transformation (see O’Brien & Sygna, 2013). However, the 

analysis shows how this change, which can increase resilience at the household level, can 

have negative side-effects within sub-systems. The political sphere highlights how within 

each household there are choices that are made and prioritizations between different types of 

capitals, such as human capital or financial capital.  

In this case, norms might influence the choices that are made when out-migration is 

considered a normal option. When one member out-migrate financial capital is prioritized 

over human capital at the farm. Another possibility is that migration for education provides a 

temporary loss of human capital, but then increases the human capital when returning with 

new knowledge. Thulstrup’s (2015) definition of resilience does not prioritize any of the 

capitals as more important than the others. When only some members of the household 

migrate, the practice affects the livelihood resilience for those staying behind. To understand 

resilience on different scales with a focus on those staying behind to farm in the hamlet, the 

case study shows that the woman’s individual resilience is connected to the household 

resilience, but not reducible to it. The question of “resilience for whom?” becomes important 

(Cote & Nightingale, 2012). This provides the background for targeting certain types of work 

considered the women’s responsibility, to enhance their resilience and thereby also the 

household’s resilience.  

 Another interesting aspect is how out-migration influences or is influenced by the 

personal sphere in the three spheres of transformation (see O’Brien & Sygna 2013). How are 

the deeper psychological consequences of out-migration affecting the quality of life for those 

left behind and those migrating? This is an area for further investigation with a focus on 

whether the strategies are socially sustainable, rather than just focusing on the practical and 

financial aspects of remittances. These differing views on the possibilities and limitations of 

financial and social remittances are connected to a broader debate on the role of remittances 

as either positive or negative to development (Haas, 2012).  
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In this thesis the practice of male out-migration is seen as a practice forming the 

context for development of planned adaptation interventions. This section has argued that 

male out-migration is a practice that contributes to a gender division of work. Male out-

migration is an immediate challenge for the farmers in their everyday activities and therefore 

important to take into consideration for the adaptation interventions. This discussion 

highlights how out-migration can be both what is considered transformational or adaptive in 

the resilience literature (Walker et al. 2004).  

5.3 Gender-oriented adaptation practices 

As shown above, there is a gender division of labour and the male out-migration contributes 

to this. This shows how resilience at the household level can be at the cost of the individual 

level. As I will show below, the women’s human capital was a focus for some of the 

interventions introduced as a way of avoiding trade-offs between resilience on the different 

scales.  

5.3.1 The challenge of water 

Both farmers and NGO-workers pointed to 

having enough water as one of the main 

challenges in the area. For the farmers, access to 

water is a daily challenge while getting water is 

an activity that is time consuming and physically 

demanding. This was something I noticed and 

reflected upon during my stay and in field notes: 

 

“An example is the water situation in the 

household where I am staying. It is quickly 

decreasing! (…) Five empty buckets stand before 

me in the hope that there will be more rain later 

(…) how challenging it is that there comes a lot of 

rain in periods and then it stops for periods. This is 

an vulnerable and difficult situation for the people 

living here without much of a buffer ” (Field 

notes translated from Norwegian (3.6.2017)). 

 

Figure 9: Woman carrying fodder in the dako 

namlo (Photo: Ann Kristin Schorre 2017) 
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The next day I was able to participate in getting water:  

 

”In the evening, the household did not have more water and I asked whether I could join in as they 

collected more (…) We first walked to a tap about 10 minutes below the house. It turned out that the tap 

did not work (…) We continued to walk around 15 minutes more and found a different tap(…) There 

were other people from the hamlets there, filling up bottles and washing clothes (…) When it was our 

turn to tap water, the tap was empty.” (Field notes translated from Norwegian (4.6.2017)). 

 

I was told that it did not happen that often that the tap ran out of water. However, the person I 

was with knew where to find a different water source, so it did not seem like the first time this 

had happened. After filling up bottles we carried them in dako namlo (a basket carried on the 

back attached with a strap around the head (see Figure 9) up the path back to the house. This 

was physically demanding and as a daily task it was time consuming. Some days the 

household had to go twice to fetch water for drinking, cooking, to the animals and other 

household tasks. Changes in rainfall patterns are seen as being one of the challenges 

associated with climate change (Bhatta et al., 2015). Changing rainfall patterns can have an 

extra impact on women and their workload because they are considered responsible for 

getting water. Based on this practice the CSA-project offered some innovations especially 

targeted at the challenge of water. 

Innovations for water 

One CSA-innovation aimed at addressing the challenge of water was a plastic pond. The pond 

was placed so it collected waste-water from activities such as washing hands or doing the 

dishes. Also rain water would contribute 

to filling up this pond. The water could 

then be reused in the fields around the 

house. This demands an investment of 

financial capital to get it installed but 

after this initial investment the pond can 

contribute by increasing access to water 

as a physical capital, and reducing the 

output of human capital by saving time 

by not having to go to the tap. It was 
Figure 10: Picture of a plastic pond (Photo: Ann Kristin 

Schorre 2017) 



67 

 

pointed out that this innovation may rather increase the coping capacity, rather than the 

adaptive capacity, as the use of plastic is not an environmentally-friendly choice and not 

sustainable over a long period of time (Informant 1, NGO). The option to construct ponds 

with more lasting materials was also considered, but this posed a challenge with a trade-off in 

regard to price, as it is more expensive to invest in. I only observed the plastic pond at the 

houses of farmers I spoke with. For some farmers the plastic pond was combined with a drip 

irrigation system as an effective way of providing water for the fields. This innovation can be 

considered to reduce time used for watering and the amount of water used. With access to 

enough water being a challenge, these innovations were something several of the informants I 

spoke to had and that were thought of as helpful.  

Another innovation in addition to 

the plastic pond and the drip irrigation, 

was a plastic house. This was in essence a 

plastic roof stretched over a wooden frame 

creating a ceiling over the crops. The 

plastic house could also be used 

independently and served to shade from 

the sun, as well as protect from heavy rain 

and hailstones. The plastic roof could be 

removed and thereby reduce the wear and 

tear from wind and weather if the field was 

not being used. From a systems 

perspective, introducing a plastic house is 

an initial financial investment that with 

time can serve to reduce the loss of natural 

capital by hailstorms, as they prevented 

them from damaging crops. At the same time, a farmer stated that the plastic house provided 

an option to grow more crops outside the normal planting season (Informant 17, Farmer). In 

this case, the increased physical capital can be transferred into financial capital if one can take 

the extra harvest to the market, which will be looked at more closely below.  

 

Figure 11: Plastic house (Photo: Ann Kristin Schorre 

2017) 
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5.3.2 Tools to ease woman drudgery 

“Because, being a developing country, we haven’t even seen very basic or very simple 

technologies which have been long ago tested and used by people outside the 

country.”   

(Informant 2, NGO). 

I was described how there earlier had been very little use of technology in farming and a lot of 

the work was physically difficult and demanded considerable human capital. Some of the 

innovations introduced through the CSA-project were tools and technologies. These can again 

be separated into implementation at the household level and the farmers group level, due to a 

difference in how much it cost to invest in the tools and how often they were needed. Some of 

the smaller tools are practical enough to have in each household for daily farming activities, 

while others are only used a couple of times a year and it therefore makes sense to share 

among a group. 

Tools for individuals 

Some of the interventions offered to the farmers to help reduce the drudgery were several 

smaller tools. One was a handheld garden tool to help with weeding, but also gloves to protect 

the hands and kneepads for working were described as innovations. Another popular example 

is a corn sheller, which many farmers had and I was told was very effective in separating the 

maize from the stem. These tools are aimed at reducing the workload for women. Several of 

my informants used these tools when farming and said that it made their work less physically 

demanding. A female farmer told me that the introduction of new tools and that things were 

becoming modern had increased her husband’s interest in farming, and that he had started to 

help her out with some of the work she normally had done herself (Informant 6, Farmer). This 

is further decreases the workload of the woman within that household and increases her free 

time. 

Tools for the farmer-group 

One of the tools introduced by the project was a finger millet-thresher, and this was 

introduced at the collective level as something the farming-groups (cooperatives for 

collaboration between farmers) could invest in. In this way, the collective could join together 
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to make a financial investment in a larger tool that was not used very often.  This tool is, in 

the same way as the smaller tools above, saving the farmers time. It also takes away the risk 

of damaging the crop in the threshing process. This innovation is relevant as a way of 

increasing the household resilience by increasing natural capital and saving human capital. As 

a part of the CSA-practices goals, it contributes to increased food security if less crops are 

damaged and this results in increased production.  

 The work of ploughing the land was considered a male task by the informants I spoke 

with. Ploughing should not be done by women or by people belonging to the higher castes. 

Several of the female farmers said that they used to rent in external workers, majdori, to 

plough their fields since it was a job they could not do themselves. This was explained as 

buying labour and sometimes even renting the bullock to plough the fields. One informant 

told me that since they had so much khet-land demanding a lot of physical labour, she used a 

lot of the remittances her husband sent home on renting in workers to work on their land 

(Informant 20, Farmer). One innovation directed to address this challenge was the technology 

they called a mini-tractor. Because of the terraced fields this is a small machine (smaller than 

a normal tractor) that can help make the ploughing and tilling easier, as it would take away 

the need for an ox.  

I was told by several female farmers that they could not use the machine because the 

machine was too physically demanding for them. One farmer told me that she could have 

used it, but she needed men to help her get it to the fields, and since this was not possible she 

did not use it (Informant 22, Farmer). In this case, the lack of physical capital, good 

infrastructure like a road and the possibility of getting the mini-tractor transported to the field 

are barriers to the innovation. One farmer told me that they wished they could have something 

smaller, so the women could do the work themselves without the men (Informant 16, Farmer). 

One person working for the NGO turned the issue around by pointing out that having a 

smaller machine may actually add to the women’s responsibilities and contribute to the 

female drudgery (Informant 2, NGO). 
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5.3.1 Reproducing the social structures or creating room for 

alterations? 

  “If women’s needs are different, than we need to offer different solutions to women.” 

         (Informant 2, NGO) 

The findings show how the sociocultural practice of a gender division of work can provide a 

background for implementing adaptation interventions with the motivation of targeting 

agricultural work women are responsible for. This division between the needs of men and 

women when adapting resonates with feminist research on adaptation (Bee 2016). The plastic 

pond, the plastic house and the drip-irrigation system are three innovations within the 

practical sphere of adaptation. Seen from a climate change adaptation perspective the 

innovations are aimed at meeting the daily challenge of access to water for farming activities 

such as watering the fields. Through interaction among different capitals (Thulstrup 2015), 

these innovations can also have positive side effects in terms of women’s resilience. A plastic 

pond that collects waste-water that can be reused in the fields can contributes to increasing the 

human capital for female farmers, as this saves them time. The increased physical capital of a 

plastic pond can contribute to strengthening the human capital for the women. This finding 

shows how climate-friendly interventions in the practical sphere can be targeted to also be 

positive for women and their daily activities in particular, by targeting their work specifically. 

If women use less time farming, it can be measured quantitatively as a behavioural change. 

However, as explored below through the three spheres of transformation (O’Brien and Sygna 

2013), the case study shows how these changes which can be placed within the practical 

sphere can have implications for the political and personal spheres as well, affecting 

households and perceptions. 

Focusing on women as reproduction of sociocultural practices? 

Seen through the lens of how our actions produce and reproduce the social structures (Berger 

& Luckmann 1967), one can argue that the design of the innovations is reproducing the 

sociocultural practices of a gender division of labour. They are introducing new practices and 

new solutions, changing how things are normally done in the practical sphere. The political 

sphere thus turns attention to how the innovations are following the sociocultural structures 

concerning the internal division of labour in the household. It appears to be an apolitical 
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technical adjustment that does not conflict with cultural barriers when implemented, and can 

be understood as acting in accordance with existing beliefs in the personal sphere. Seen 

through the lens of social constructivism, the fact that the interventions are specifically 

targeting the social identity of female farmers without challenging the norms and practices of 

what is considered female work can contribute to keeping these structures in place. If the 

sociocultural norms and practices are continuously reproduced, it legitimizes what is 

considered appropriate for the social identities of gender.  

The relationship between these innovations and social structures can, however, also be 

seen from a different perspective. As stated above, a finding from my research was that 

several informants told me that the interventions made work easier and less time-consuming, 

which are changes within the practical sphere. However, when speaking with those working 

on adaptation to climate change there were different views concerning what this additional 

time could mean. The freedom to have time and to choose what one wanted to do with that 

extra time, even if that means having time to use on leisure activities, was highlighted as an 

important aspect in itself (Informant 26, NGO).  

However, it was pointed out that a possible positive consequence could be that the 

extra time could result in more involvement in local politics, and thereby political 

empowerment and increased social capital for women. The first local elections in over 20 

years were held in Nepal during my fieldwork there and during interviews, it was stated that it 

would be interesting to look closer at whether participants in the project participated more in 

local politics or not (Informant 25, NGO, Informant 22, NGO). This shows how the 

innovations in the practical sphere have the potential to create room for empowerment and 

voices that are raised within the political sphere. This is not necessarily the case, it might not 

happen and it depends on other factors as well. But in the changing situation of social 

identities in Nepal or even social transformation as Yadav (2016) terms it, the possibility of 

freeing time gives room for changing social structures that are constraining for women in the 

political sphere. This is in line with Huyer (2016) who argues that introducing new 

technology such as CSA is not neutral for gender relations.   
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Room for changing sociocultural practices? 

“So men are now interested to participate. Help their women.” 

         (Informant 22, NGO) 

Even though the male out-migration was a practical challenge that played an important role 

for the gender division of work, there was still some room left to navigate in for the 

sociocultural practices connected to gender. From the NGO baseline report 40 percent of the 

households had a family member that had out-migrated (Bhatta et al. 2015). There were still 

men left in the hamlets, and those who migrated to work in the city did not have the longest 

distance to return home. Many of the houses in the hamlets had extra bedrooms, so they had 

the possibility of housing household members that were not there all the time. Still, even 

though the gender division of work was not absolute, I was told that farming still often was 

the woman’s responsibility.  

The way the challenge of gender division of work was framed above, the CSA 

interventions introduced can be considered a practical solution to a practical challenge 

(O’Brien & Sygna 2013). If the problem is seen as a lack of workforce because of male out-

migration, small innovations like these can contribute to an increase of human capital. 

However, as explained earlier women have traditionally had lower status in the Nepali 

society. This means that the challenge of female drudgery could also be connected to 

women’s relatively lower status in the Nepali society (Yadav 2016). In these instances, the 

introduction of new innovations makes room to alter the practices. As one female farmer said: 

“Sometimes my husband helps me plant after I got the tool, because it goes faster now. 

Everything is becoming so modern.” 

        (Informant 6, Farmer) 

As described above, introducing these new technologies and tools did not in itself collide with 

the sociocultural norms and practices connected to the gender division of labour. However, 

since the new tools do not have established practices for how they are normally used, 

implementing them can establish new ways of defining how things are done. This is in line 

with practice theory, where the activities one does are a part of producing the social structures 

(Reckwitz 2002). Following this, new technology can contribute to externalizing new 

practices. For instance, it may become more normal for the man to help out with work that 
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was earlier considered a woman’s job. In time, there is a possibility that it can become a new 

norm that certain tasks are not tied to a specific gender. If the practice of men helping out 

with these tools and technologies becomes the norm in the hamlets, it might that men who 

return after working abroad also take part in this practice when they get back. In this way, the 

material object of a tool or technology intersect with the reproduction of norms and practices 

connected to gender identities and can create a room to alter the sociocultural structure of who 

is supposed to do what (Berger & Luckmann 1967, Huyer 2016). This is in line with Onta and 

Resurreccion’s argument that “adaptation processes are also gendering processes, where 

particular activities gradually materialise into appropriate roles for women and men” (Onta & 

Resurreccion 2011, p. 355). This says, however, little concerning whether there are changes 

going on in the personal sphere. Can the alterations of practices be a part of a broader 

movement of empowering women? Or will it only be a shift in who does what, with different 

work tasks added to the women’s responsibility?  

The transformative lens 

provided by the three spheres 

shows how CSA can be 

understood as technical changes 

and new practices in the practical 

sphere (O’Brien & Sygna 2013). 

The three red arrows going out 

from the centre shows how there 

are possibilities that these 

changes can create room to 

change norms for gender division 

of work in the political sphere, or 

even change assumptions in the 

personal sphere related to what the 

different relations can or cannot do. In this way, the implementation of practical changes can 

destabilise the social structures for the gender division of work (O’Brien & Sygna, 2013). In 

other words, it can be understood as opening up space in the political and personal spheres as 

well. However, it is not given that this will happen, it is not deterministic or proven that 

changes will spread to the political and personal spheres. Potentials must be realized by social 

actors. 

Figure 12: A Transformative Lens on Gender and CSA (Source: 

O’Brien and Sygna 2013, adjusted by author) 
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5.3.2 Gender friendly as climate friendly?  

For the smaller tools one can argue that gender-friendly interventions have the capacity to be 

climate-friendly, even though at first glance they are not directly related to either mitigating 

emissions or adaptation to climate impacts. When analysing it through a livelihood resilience 

perspective (Thulstrup 2015), the interplay of the different capitals shows how it can be 

important innovations for climate change adaptation as well. Several farmers pointed out that 

the tools and technologies speeded up the work and made it more efficient. This led to less 

time used on farming and caused less wear on the body. By increasing the human capital 

these small innovations can contribute with increased flexibility with more time available at 

the household scale, which is an important aspect of resilience. In addition, minimising 

physical wear on the body increases human capital. In this way, the innovations can 

contribute to increased resilience at the household scale directly to meet unexpected future 

events. In other words, women friendly innovations that does not appear as aimed at adapting 

to climate change and ensuring food security, can through a understanding of connectedness 

between resilience at different scales be considered climate friendly as well (see Walker and 

Salt 2006, Thulstrup 2015).  

However, does it make sense to consider CSA as an add-on to the other development 

approaches that work within the current systems and do not address the root causes of 

vulnerability? Can innovations that do not directly address adaptation or mitigation still be 

considered climate smart by increasing resilience and flexibility? This perspective could be 

critiqued for several reasons. First, CSA can be accused of being nothing more than a green 

add-on to more traditional development, or what Sherman et al. (2016) call technocratic risk 

management. Second, Neufeldt et al. (2013) critique the concept, pointing out that almost all 

improved agricultural practices can be considered CSA. Third, the way CSA is implemented 

does not directly challenge any dominant structures or power hierarchies in the political or 

personal spheres (see Nagoda & Nightingale 2017).  

However, although CSA strategies and innovations are not radical, they are new to the 

context and situation. In my case study, the CSA intervention alone did not directly challenge 

the social structures in the political and the personal spheres, and it is not given that 

implementation will lead to any changes within those spheres. Yet, the changes that are 

visible within the practical sphere do free women’s human capital and open up space for men 

to contribute to some of the work. My research shows that although flexibility of the concept 
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is often considered a weakness of CSA (Chandra, McNamara & Dargush 2017, Neufeldt et al. 

2013), the flexibility to frame it in ways that are suitable in different places and context may 

actually be a strength. CSA does not state specifically how the sociocultural context needs to 

be taken into account, but the opportunity to do so is there. 

  As mentioned in Chapter Three, not all adaptation efforts create positive outcomes for 

farmers. Eriksen et al. (2011) outline some principles for sustainable adaptation, including the 

importance of taking local, multiple stressors into account. From the interviews I conducted it 

was clear that climate change alone was not the sole concern for farmers. There were other 

challenges facing the farmers, and understanding and including multiple stressors is important 

to avoid negative unintended consequences of implementing new practices. Targeting 

multiple stressors opens up a window of opportunity for both agrarian change and social 

change. Male out-migration and lack of human capital at the farm resulting in female 

drudgery were rooted in practices of how things are usually done, thus causing challenges for 

the farmers. These challenges within the practical sphere were addressed simultaneously 

through the CSA innovations introduced. As I highlighted, culture is dynamic with many 

nuances, so it is crucial that flexibility is combined with awareness, as the example explored 

below highlights.  

5.4 The Grey-Zone: different understandings of the 

sociocultural practice of ploughing 

As noted earlier, there can be trade-offs between different capitals at different levels. These 

trade-offs are relevant when it comes to designing and deciding which innovations to 

introduce as a part of the CSA project, and the introduction of the mini-tractor is an example 

of this. The mini-tractor was introduced to help with ploughing, a job that has sociocultural 

norms connected to how it should be done. I was told that women and high caste men should 

not plough. The mini-tractor would make the work less physically demanding. For households 

that had a man at home to do the job, the innovation would reduce the human capital used at 

the household level, and for those renting majdori, it would reduce the use of financial capital. 

Several farmers thought this innovation was challenging to use. One farmer said that if the 

mini-tractor had been smaller, the work could be done by women (Informant 16, Farmer). In 

this way it would also help out those families where there were no men available to do the 

work. For households that otherwise would hire in workforce, using the machine limits use of 
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financial capital and can help increase the farmer’s resilience, in light of Thulstrup’s (2015) 

livelihoods definition of resilience.   

However, another understanding of the same case was that it could be negative to 

introduce an even smaller mini-tractor than the one they had currently. This was because it 

would open the possibility of transferring what was earlier considered to be a male job into a 

female job, and thereby increase the women’s workload (Informant 2, NGO). In this case, a 

smaller mini-tractor could decrease the human capital at the household level. This could end 

up as a negative unintended consequence, if it contributes to further reducing the women’s 

human capital and thereby decreasing their resilience. It becomes clear that how the challenge 

is framed plays a crucial part in understanding what solutions that are desirable. Which 

innovation that is chosen problematizes the question of “resilience of what and for whom” 

(see Cote & Nightingale 2012), and draws attention to the political sphere (see O’Brien & 

Sygna 2013). There are no easy answer to what the best solution is and it would probably 

depend on what kind of shocks the system is exposed to. As described above, women’s 

resilience is dependent and a part of the household resilience, but not reducible to it.  

This finding is important and it directs attention to the need to consider such possible 

unintended consequences from the CSA-interventions. The different assets that contribute to 

resilience can interact in ways that are not obvious. Seen through the three spheres (O’Brien 

& Sygna 2013), interventions with positive intentions in the practical sphere can lead to 

unintended consequences in the political sphere. This is important to be aware of to avoid 

reinforcing existing power hierarchies that marginalize some groups. Nightingale (2011, p. 

17) identified the danger of adaptation interventions ending up favoring those that already 

hold a stronger position in the society. The finding here suggests that this is a challenge to be 

aware of. However, I nuance the picture by showing that there are both positive and negative 

connections between individual and household resilience. 

The solutions preferred by the farmers are linked to assumptions in the personal sphere 

of what a women can or cannot do. When I asked why women could not plough, different 

answers were given. A practical challenge in this regard was that the ploughing of the khet-

land was needed during a specific time in summer before the monsoon season. Therefore, 

even though there were some men left in the village they could not do it all by themselves 

(Informant 16, Farmer), which again points to the lack of human capital. If the farmers do not 
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have the capacity to use their land, it can become a negative spiral where a lack of human 

capital further leads to decreased natural and financial capital. 

A different answer was that women ploughing was not good for society, or that men 

ploughing was the traditional way of doing things (Informant 15, Farmer, Informant 22, 

Farmer). This argument is different from the practical argument concerning a lack of human 

capital. When the reason behind the practice is that it is not “good for society” or that is “just 

how the traditions are”, this suggests that the sociocultural norm and practice is internalised, 

reproduced and legitimized (see Berger & Luckmann 1967). It might initially have been 

rooted in a practical challenge relating to the physical hard work, with the practical solution 

resulting in men doing that job. Through the process of reproducing the norm through action 

it can be internalised for some of the actors and thus not challenged (see Berger & Luckmann, 

1967). This opens up for exploring interesting aspects of cultural assumptions to be explored.  

Different studies have different perspectives on the practice of ploughing. Aase and 

Chapagain (2018, p. 239) points out that “Ploughing is an exclusively male activity like it is 

all over Nepal”, but they note Laxaas’ (2015, p. 65) finding concerning how women can do 

the ploughing if they use tractors instead of ox. This shows the dynamics when introducing 

new innovations and the possibility of altering the reproduction of sociocultural norms 

connected to gender. Nightingale (2017, p. 14) points to the lack of male labour as a reason 

for why women have begun ploughing some places in Nepal. Based on these different 

understandings it is clear that there are differences internally and changes underway 

concerning sociocultural norms and practices within agriculture in Nepal. It will be important 

when introducing adaptation interventions to pay attention to interactions among the practical, 

political and personal spheres, and to recognize that these interactions are dynamic and 

context-specific. 

In the table below I give an overview over some of the main findings analysed through 

Thulstrup’s (2015) description of capitals and resilience. The relevance of human capital and 

gender sharing of work has been investigated in this chapter. The next chapter I will focus on 

caste, which is connected to social capital. 
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Figure  13: Table over the five capitals in relation to the case study site 

Capital: Describing: In the case study area: Addressed by 

CSA: 

Natural capital Land areas and 

natural resources 

Bari- and khet-land, forest, 

water. 

Intercropping and 

new crop 

Physical capital Infrastructure, 

technology, 

materials 

Livestock, low level of 

technology, bus-connection 

to the city, water access 

Plastic pond, 

plastic house, 

drip irrigation, 

tools. 

Financial capital Economic resources Main income from farming 

and remittances 

The possibility of 

selling from 

production 

Human capital Labour force Characterized by male out-

migration and gender 

division of work 

Aiming to reduce 

female drudgery 

Social capital Social networks, 

group-membership 

and social status 

Farmer-group, mother-group 

(also forest-group, male-

group, but these are not 

discussed) 

Collaborating 

with the farmer-

group 

 

5.5 Summary 

In this chapter I have explored the relationship between sociocultural practices related to 

gender and adaptation, and potential to increase livelihood resilience. The first finding is that 

there is a gender-based division of work within agriculture in the case study area, often seen 

in connection with male out-migration. I explored how male out-migration contributes to 

resilience and the interplay between the capitals at different scales. The analysis shows how 

the individual level and the household level are not reducible to each other even though they 

are strongly connected.  

The analysis shows how introduction of CSA-innovations in the practical sphere can 

be targeted towards what can be considered female work. In this way the innovations may 

influencing social structures related to gender division of work in the political sphere, without 

directly challenging them. They can therefore be understood as reproducing the current social 

structures. However, closer analysis shows that they can actually create room for altering the 

social structures. The last example of ploughing turns attention to how the sociocultural 

practices can in some instances be founded in the personal sphere. What are the beliefs about 

what a women can or cannot do? Is it the physical difference based on biological sex, or is it a 
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belief of what is good or bad? Differing perceptions on these questions give different 

solutions spaces for addressing both adaptation and resilience. 
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6 Caste, gender and resilience 

This chapter explores the relationship between planned adaptation for resilience and 

sociocultural practices connected to caste and gender. As explained in the introduction, the 

concept of intersectionality highlights how everyone has several different social identities 

(Valentine 2007) . Based on the existing literature on climate change adaptation in Nepal, I 

focused my research on gender as well as caste and ethnicity. The intersectionality 

perspective highlights how social identities overlap, instead of being additive. In other words, 

this means that studying gender and caste together is different than studying them 

independently (Cho, Crenshaw & McCall 2013, Valentine 2007). However, I am approaching 

the study of social identities through sociocultural practices within farming and, as I will 

show, gender and caste played different roles. There was a significant amount of data on 

gender as a social identity within farming and adaptation interventions. It was more difficult 

to get data on caste and ethnicity at the case study site in relation to adaptation interventions. 

Possible reasons for this were multiple. As discussed in Chapter Four, this might be related to 

my positionality as a foreigner unfamiliar with the theme, to the fact that my translators were 

Janajati in their caste-membership or because of my connection with the NGO. Another 

possibility was that, rather than a direct examination of the dynamics of caste per se, my 

approach was to examine the topic through sociocultural practices within farming, which may 

have made it harder to study how the practices of caste played out. I therefore support my 

findings from the case study site to what informants connected to the NGO told me, and I will 

examine these findings in relation to secondary sources like Rai (2017), who conducted a case 

study in a different village in Nepal. Below, I explore the sociocultural norms and practices 

connected to caste and adaptation. 

6.1 Farming as a common activity 

“There is no discrimination when farming. When farming we are all the same.” 

         (Informant 15, Farmer) 

When I asked about practices, traditions or norms for caste and ethnicity when farming, I was 

told that the social groups of caste/ethnicity did not influence farming. However, some 

traditional practices were mentioned, for example that only the Janajatis and the Dalits were 
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allowed to have pigs (Informant 6, Farmer), which can be connected to norms in the caste 

system related to purity and impurity (Rai 2017, p. 113). This finding correspond with Rai 

(2017) who also identified that there did not seem to be any caste-based discrimination within 

crop and vegetable farming, but that the keeping and consuming livestock had social norms 

connected to it.  

I also experienced that social capital was important for membership both informal and 

formal groups when farming. As mentioned in Chapter Five, parma is an informal 

sociocultural practice of working together. It was understood as a practical and effective way 

of working since the work burden varies with the seasons in farming. In periods with 

intensive work, cooperation is a strength. I was told that these practices of work-sharing 

within the hamlets did not follow caste and ethnicity lines, but was rather related to who one’s 

neighbors were (Informant 15, Farmer, Informant 16, Farmer).  

However, some of the hamlets I visited were homogenous in relation to caste and 

ethnic group composition, i.e. all people living in the hamlet belonged to one caste. The 

limited mix of different groups in the area can have had influence on the answers I found 

regarding how caste influenced practices in farming. An informant talked about how these 

forms of collaborating in farming were not only a way of overcoming the challenges of out-

migration, but also had other positive qualities like social interaction and tying bonds between 

households where a member had migrated (Informant 23, NGO). By using one’s social capital 

to get help for work, it can at the same time strengthen the network and social capital for 

situations where there are unexpected shocks to the system, which is in line with Thulstrup’s 

(2015) understanding of resilience. 

The farmer-group was organized in a crosscutting way and as such was not divided 

along caste and ethnicity divisions. The farmer-groups operate as a membership-based 

organisation for farmers, who had to pay a certain amount to become a member. The more 

expensive tools for adaptation were made accessible to the farmer-groups, so that several 

farmers within the same group could split the expenses and the use of such tools that were 

usually only sporadically needed across the year. Training for adaptation may also be directed 

at this level of farmer organization. I was able to observe a training-event in one hamlet. The 

local contact person for the NGO travelled to a hamlet to show farmers how to install a drip-

irrigation system under a plastic house. We worked together in a group with nine other 

women in one field. When asking about practices and social identities the following day, I 
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was told that the women participating belonged to different castes, but were in the same 

farming-group. This example shows how social capital and social networks were important to 

the farmers, and the various sociocultural practices were connected to this, such as the formal 

organization of farmer-groups, as well as informal organization of working together by 

parma. 

These findings imply that for sociocultural practices within farming, caste is not the 

most important social marker in the case study area. When looking through the data material, 

I realised that practices that are not directly related to the role as a farmer can still become 

relevant in connection to implementing CSA interventions. The findings provide a more 

nuanced picture of how sociocultural norms and practices connected to different social roles 

outside farming still have impacts on the possibilities for implementing some of the CSA 

innovations. The three social fields I identified where different social practices were made 

relevant included the household (with the gender division of labour mentioned above), the 

market (with discriminating practices for low-caste), and the hamlet (where spatial practices 

can limit farmers flexibility).  

6.2 Sociocultural practices- Is farming really an 

exception? 

Based on literature, I expected there to be some discriminating practices within farming that 

would be clearly visible (Onta & Resurreccion 2011). That I did not find this in my data 

material is an interesting finding in itself. However, as I argue in the sections below, even 

though the social identity of caste was not found to be challenged through sociocultural 

practices within farming, low social capital connected to group identity still interacts with 

adaptation and resilience in meeting climate change in the market and through spatial 

practices in the hamlet.  

6.2.1 Sociocultural practices in the market 

“[The project] have made us into traders. That means we can now make money.” 

         (Informant 7, Farmer) 
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“People do not want to buy milk sold by a Dalit, because they do not touch it (...) And 

you know, mentally, psychologically they [Dalit] do not consider that job as their job” 

         (Informant 2, NGO) 

One of three pillars of CSA is food security, which is relevant at both the household level as 

well as the national level. Several of the farmers pointed out that they had increased 

production after implementing changes in their farming activities from the projects. This 

occurred in varying degrees, some said that they no longer had to buy supplementary 

vegetables, while several others said they were now able to share with relatives or even sell in 

the market. This indicated that food security has increased at the household level, and if they 

sell to the market, it increases the food security for those living in the city as well. Increasing 

natural capital can be translated into financial capital, and this supports food security. This 

increase of food production was not necessarily due to one single practice, but rather to 

various practices. Some pointed to how the new practice of intercropping (i.e. planting 

different crops together) was more efficient as two different types of crop were planted using 

the same amount of land, which increased productivity and natural capital (Informant 3, 

NGO). Different ways of intercropping have been introduced as a new CSA practice, as a 

method to increase yields, and as a way to use the limited space of the terraces better. Another 

aspect of this practice emphasized that bigger plants could provide shadow or protection from 

hailstone for smaller plants, and in this way also be more resilient to climate change 

(Informant 3, NGO). The plastic house was also an innovation that contributed to increasing 

natural and financial capital, as it opened up the possibility of growing vegetables outside the 

normal seasons and for growing tomatoes, which also was reported as new for some of the 

farmers (Informant 17, Farmer).  

The second quote above is referring to challenges when upscaling business for Dalit 

farmers to increase their financial capital. Their social capital marked by belonging to “the 

untouchable” group in the caste-system can have consequences for possibilities of increasing 

the financial capital. This is not necessarily in direct connection to the CSA-project at the case 

study site, and the issue was not discussed with farmers in the area. However, how the social 

capital of belonging to a low caste group interplays with the possibility of upscaling is an 

important discussion to look closer and will be discussed later.  
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6.2.2 Sociocultural practices in the hamlets 

“We follow the traditions, but we do not dominate each other” 

        (Field conversation) 

Several groups in the hamlets, both formal and informal, organized the use of resources 

between people locally. The NGO approached farmers through the farming-group and at the 

individual level with tools and techniques. A different social group, which was more informal 

at the level of the hamlet, was the Aama Samuha, mother-groups that worked for the 

betterment of the village (Informant 13, Farmer). The groups have different objectives; the 

farmer-group is connected to the resource use of natural capital and the mother-group is 

connected to culture, arranging different community events and collecting money for the 

betterment of the community. As explained above, some of the hamlets I visited only 

consisted of people belonging to one caste, but I also visited some hamlets consisting of a mix 

of two or more groups. In these hamlets, some of the informal social groups were following 

divisions based on caste and ethnicity, and there are instances where the social identity of 

caste/ethnicity intersects with practices connected to farming when implementing adaptation 

measures.  In one hamlet the farmer-groups’ members were similar to the members of the 

mothers group, but in a different hamlet the farmers group consisted of three hamlets, with 

different mother-groups.  

These findings show how different social identities give membership access to 

different social groups. Below is an example that demonstrates how sociocultural practices 

connected to social identities might have implications for adaptation interventions. 

6.1.2.1 Spatial practices and the caste system 

There were several occations during my stay in Nepal where my outsider perspective of the 

caste-system and practices associated with these was expanded. I observed and talked with 

people about how certain sociocultural practices were followed by members of different 

caste-groups. An example is how people belonging to a low-caste would not go into certain 

rooms, like the kitchen, of people belonging to a higher caste. In my observations of this, 

following the norms and sociocultural practices appeared as a natural thing to do. In field 

conversations, I was told that discrimination does not have to be connected to conflicts, which 

differed from my expectation before doing fieldwork. This deepened my understanding of 
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how the caste-system works. I learned how several things can indicate which caste one 

belongs to, such as traditions and costumes connected to the different groups, languages 

spoken, whom to marry and surnames. From what I was told and observed, the spatial 

practices of purity and impurity were not directly related to farming practices in the fields. 

However, there are instances where the spatial practices linked to caste can play a role for 

adaptation in villages with mixed caste-groups collaborating for farming. One instance of this 

was discussed in relation to whether low-caste members would have access to collective tools 

in the farmer-group if the tools were kept in houses belonging to higher-caste members. I 

asked whether it might then be a problem if someone from the low-caste wanted to use any of 

the tools that were inside a house they did not have access to. When I asked directly about 

this, I was told that it was not a problem. However, the relationship between spatial practices 

connected to social identities of caste can be considered as affecting resilience, and as 

reproducing the group identities. 

6.2.3 Sociocultural practices affecting resilience 

Social capital is one of the aspects affecting livelihoods resilience as explained by Thulstrup 

(2015). As shown above, social capital was made relevant through the social groups in the 

hamlet and spatial practices. From a resilience perspective, the spatial practices concerning 

where you could or could not go can be seen as limiting the flexibility of those belonging to a 

lower caste regardless of how it connects to the CSA-innovations introduced at the field site. 

Personal beliefs connected to caste were followed in the spatial sociocultural practices in the 

hamlet. In the hamlet where I discussed this, it was not considered to be a problem. However, 

it may be problematic in other places. If resilience is being defined through access and use of 

the different capitals (Thulstrup 2015), the sociocultural practices and norms connected to 

caste is limiting the flexibility and gives a lower social capital for those belonging to this 

group and thereby also affects their resilience. 

6.3 A transformative approach to sociocultural 

practices 

The quotes above (p. 81) concerning informal discrimination against Dalits when buying milk 

illustrate the type of barriers Dalits can face when wanting to upscale production. This 

resonated with Rai’s (2017, 114-119) finding that there was little discrimination within 



86 

 

farming, and also little discrimination clearly visible in commercial spaces. However, through  

further investigation he also found that there were no Dalits selling tea, as non-Dalits would 

not be interested in buying it. They could, however, sell milk through a mediator. This 

information shows the dynamic character and nuances of sociocultural practices and norms. 

As described earlier, caste-belonging is rooted in old, feudalist structures with a close 

connection between occupation and caste. The representations of these systems differ a bit in 

the details ascribed to the different castes. A traditional division was that Brahmins were 

priests, Chhetris were warriors and Dalits (which in actually is an umbrella term for sub-

groups) were considered the occupational caste and untouchables (Subedi 2011, p. 139). I was 

told people followed the norms connected to occupation less strictly and that these clear 

divisions are becoming less visible, but it is harder for Dalits than other castes to challenge 

these structures (Informant 2, NGO). 

Resilience in the personal sphere 

The challenges of discriminating practices facing Dalits in some aspects (for instance for 

selling milk or which rooms to enter) can be understood as rooted in beliefs that correspond to 

the personal sphere. This relates to the pure/impure distinction which traditionally states that 

food and drinks touched by a Dalit was “polluted” and could not be consumed by a non-Dalit 

(Subedi 2011). As described above, caste membership is inherited from birth (Pariyar & 

Lovett 2016). Using the concepts from Berger and Luckmann (1967), this becomes a part of 

the in-group and out-group dynamics, and is passed on as objective knowledge about the way 

the world is and works, which then becomes taken as ‘natural’ or as a given. The quote about 

Dalits having trouble upscaling illustrates how social identity is made relevant by others 

ascribing it to them, but also how it can be a social identity that they ascribe to themselves as 

a static status. Moving outside that identity would not only runs counter to what a person has 

internalized as a norm, but would also run counter to what the social expectations are, and 

thus doubly difficult to overcome. Here, the circular reproduction between agents and 

structures are visible.  

Growing up with the caste system, it can become naturalized and the roles 

internalized, such that it becomes a part one’s identity (see Berger & Luckmann 1967). As 

such, it would make sense that lower caste members’ lack of access to the building in which 

the tools for CSA were located was not perceived by a problem by local people. To be able to 
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challenge the discrimination, rather than remaining subject to the roles instituted by caste, the 

caste system itself would have to be examined as an “object”, something that is possible to 

look “at” rather than “through” – recognizing that it is not a natural part of how “ is just is” 

(Kegan & Lahey 2009). This is in line with Nightingale’s (2011) findings on how this social 

identity is internalised and not questioned for some in Nepal. She points to a conversation 

where she was told by a Dalit man that he himself felt uncomfortable to touch someone from 

an upper class, as untouchability was a practice he had learned to follow (Nightingale 2011). 

Caste can thus be deeply rooted in the personal sphere in a belief-system or as assumptions 

about what is true in the world.  

Attention to how these beliefs are rooted in the personal sphere highlight important 

aspects for adaptation. Interventions directed towards challenges rooted in the personal sphere 

are complicated and delicate when they are deeply embedded in people. As O’Brien and 

Sygna (2013, p. 7–8) argue transformation within the personal sphere should not be forced 

upon from the outside, as that would be manipulation or indoctrination. This adds complexity 

to the challenges of implementing adaptation measures. Is it possible to separate the traditions 

and languages of the different groups from the hierarchical, oppressing structures of the caste-

system? And can this be done without oppressing other members of society? These questions 

are out of the scope of this thesis to investigate. What I try to highlight here is rather the 

importance of understanding how sociocultural norms and practices relate to adaptation 

interventions. In this case, beliefs about purity and impurity in the personal sphere play out as 

sociocultural norms within the political sphere that structure behavior and actions in the 

practical sphere. 

The sociocultural norm of not buying drinks from a Dalit can prevents Dalits from 

going into that occupation, which in turn leads to not challenging the norm, but instead 

reproducing it. This created an identity that can both be internalized, as well ascribed by other 

non-Dalits. Upscaling a business can therefore be more risky for Dalits; although it does 

require financial investment, the greater challenge would be the sociocultural one. If there is a 

practice with a normative dimension connected to how people often do not want to buy your 

products, it will be a big risk to upscale. Avoiding this is hard, if not impossible because 

where you choose to buy your groceries is a private decision. This provides challenges for 

Dalits in scaling up production, especially related to food and diary-products. The social role 

as a farmer intersects with the social role as belonging to a group that have been discriminated 
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against historically and in many informal ways still are (Nightingale 2011, Jones & Boyd 

2011, Nagoda & Nightingale 2011). It is possible to adapt to some extent by increasing 

production, but only to a certain limit and not further. Here, the capitals are influencing each 

other negatively; a lack of social capital and status makes it harder to gain financial capital 

(see Thulstrup 2015).  

Seen through a transformative lens, 

as illustrated in Figure 14, the CSA 

innovations implemented do have 

implications in the practical sphere (red 

arrow), but they do not directly affect the 

social structures and norms connected to 

caste in the political sphere, or the 

assumptions and beliefs regarding caste 

and purity/impurity in the personal sphere. 

I have illustrated resilient beliefs and social 

norms as two yellow arrows that can be 

understood as creating barriers for 

changing sociocultural practices, norms and assumptions in the three spheres. However, this 

understaning of the relation between climate change adaptation and caste is not neccesarily 

supporting an argument to target caste directly, as I will explore below. 

6.4 The challenge of targeting caste in adaptation 

As described above, the social identity connected to caste can be considered as functioning as 

limiting farmer belonging to a low caste’s social capital and thereby limiting their resilience. 

One question based on this is then, does this affect CSA-innovations? As described above, I 

did not find practices within farming that were based on caste-membership in relation to CSA. 

An important point raised by one informant was that if one were to target the social identity of 

caste in the same way as done with gender it could lead to discontent within the village for 

those that were not approached (Informant 23, NGO). To consider this point in connection to 

Berger and Luckmann’s (1967) theory of social construction of society, the role of CSA in 

addressing this may be questioned. Seen through a social constructivist approach with a focus 

on practice theory (Reckwitz 2002), approaching a group based on caste can be considered as 

Figure 14: A Transformative Lens on Caste and CSA (Source: 

O’Brien and Sygna 2013, adjusted by author) 
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contributing to reproducing the social identity, legitimizing its existence and play a role in 

keeping it alive. In this way the sociocultural norms and the way they are acted out can 

continue to be naturalized, instead of providing room to question the social identity of caste 

altogether. I was told that some of the ways in which interventions could target marginalized 

groups was through economical support (Informant 1, NGO). This approach can be 

understood as translating the social identity of “low-caste” into “poor” and rather approaching 

the latter social identity. The two identities can in many instances be overlapping, but they do 

not have to be. As explored below, a society where there are some parts of the culture that are 

changing and others that might seem more resilient, awerness concerning consequences from 

implementing new practices is important.  

6.4.1 The importance of the political sphere 

The law in Nepal makes it illegal to discriminate based on caste (World Bank 2006). Still, 

findings show how sociocultural norms and practices can play out subtly and informally. The 

consequences of these practical actions are a part of reproducing the discriminating 

hierarchical caste-system. However, several informants also told me that there are changes 

happening in cultural norms in Nepal and different sources for these changes where pointed 

out. Some pointed to out-migration not only as a challenge, but also as a possible opportunity 

with increased globalisation as a source of new information and that the people that returned 

bring with them new knowledge and understandings on how things can be done (Informant 

23, NGO, Informant 25, NGO). 

Technological changes, such as televisions and phones becoming more available, were 

also pointed to as possible reasons (Informant 1, NGO). Globalisation with longer travels and 

new ICT-technology can challenge embedded sociocultural norms by exposing people to new 

ways of doing things, which in turn can lead to questioning some of the things that have been 

internalized and naturalized by growing up in a certain cultural context. Seeing how it is 

different in other places can start a process of asking questions and maybe even alter the 

norms one acts in accordance with.  

The insurgence was also highlighted in conversations as one factor that can have 

contributed to speeding up social changes. Sociocultural practices connected to gender and 

caste were directly challenged during this period. I was told that there were differences 

internally in the country on how sociocultural norms played out and one of the divisions was 
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between the cities versus more rural villages. In one conversation, my informant mentioned 

that it would be okay for the person to have a Dalit-friend come visit and go into the kitchen 

in the city, but the same person would not have challenged the structures when visiting 

grandparents in a rural village.  

Even though it may seem from the discussion describing the social structures that they 

work as clear barriers, reducing resilience and as difficult to address by CSA, information 

from field conversations and the interviews with people connected to the NGO showed that 

there is an understanding that changes are happening. One aspect discussed in light of the 

local elections that were going on during my fieldwork, was how there are implemented laws 

and regulations to include discriminated groups formally (Braithwaite 2015), and rules forms 

systems in the political sphere (O’Brien and Sygna 2013). However, the data material show 

how changes implemented in the political sphere does not necessarily influence beliefs in the 

personal sphere, or that it takes time. Several of the informants at the NGO-level explained 

how there are changes occurring regarding discriminating sociocultural practices, which 

correspond with Yadav’s (2016) study. However, some of the literature in the field shows 

how the power relations still can be considered resilient (Braithwaite, 2015). The changes in 

the personal sphere was be understood as partial, and happening through different dynamics 

and at varying speeds in different places and between age-groups.  

My interpretation is that while it might be hard to address these dynamic changes for 

norms and practices connected to caste directly through the practical implementation of 

adaptation interventions, it will in any case be important to be aware of whether or not they 

are reproducing and supporting old hierarchical power relations. In this way, increasing 

resilience in the farming system needs to be aware of how it related to resilience of beliefs 

connected to caste. 

6.5 Contributions of a transformative lens 

In the discussions above, I first analyzed gender through a transformative lens, and then 

explored caste through the same perspective. There are different sociocultural practices 

identified, and studying them by the help of O’Brien and Sygna’s (2013) three spheres of 

transformation reveals that there are different dynamics of resilience and change in the 

different spheres. Below, I bring together the findings to highlight how an intersectional 
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approach is relevant in the cases described as one-dimensional above. I further discuss the 

contribution of a transformative lens, and how it adds to the resilience literature. 

6.5.1 The intersection of caste and gender 

In Chapter Five I looked at social identities of gender and discussed it at the household level, 

where a household belong to the same caste. In this chapter, looking closer at caste, the 

examples of sociocultural norms in the hamlet and the market can be understood as an 

intersection of caste and gender. Farmers, belonging to the lower-caste and often being 

female, have less human and social capital. The lack of human capital can be addressed 

directly, but the negative social capital is not as easy to address.  

An example is how Bahttarai et al.’s (2015) research show that gender plays a role in 

the market. Bhattari et al.’s (2015) case study (also from the Kaski district in Nepal) shows 

how increasing food production leads to women getting more work to do, but they do not 

necessarily have control over financials and decisions. This perspective was not brought up as 

a challenge during my interviews. I was rather told about the importance of household and 

collective decisions in field conversations. Still, an informant mentioned the importance of 

including the head of the household, who often is the oldest man, when implementing 

adaptation (Informant 24, NGO). This was despite it often being a younger female who was 

responsible for the practical implementation. Another interpretation of the gender dimensions 

concerning access to financial capital, was that a small increase in income would not be 

important, thus the women could have control of that (Informant 2, NGO). This shows the 

dynamic of culture and power, where there can be variations among cases in similar areas. 

The separation between the social identities of caste and gender, the way I have done it 

in this thesis can be critiqued from the perspective of intersectionality, where they should be 

considered in direct connection. However, when comparing the findings for the two social 

identities below I show that they play out differently and that a nuanced approach of each one 

is important.  

6.5.2 Differences between caste and gender when adapting 

My analysis shows that even though women and Dalits can be considered less resilient in 

some instances due to sociocultural practices, there are differences in which sociocultural 
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practices they are challenged by and the consequences this has when implementing adaptation 

interventions. I therefor start with a short recap of the findings above. 

 

 

 

The two figures illustrates the interactions between CSA-innovations and social identities.  

For gender, the practice of gender division of work was to a large degree seen in connection 

to male out-migration. The challenge of lack of human capital for female farmers can be 

understood as a challenge in the practical sphere. The tools interventions can be targeted at 

work that is considered the women’s responsibility. This can create space for weakening the 

structures and norms in the political sphere. This can create new beliefs and assumptions of 

what the genders can and cannot do in the personal sphere. The yellow arrow illustrates the 

possibility of the cultural assumptions, norms and practices as influencing the development 

and implementation of CSA. 

The second figure illustrates the same relationship for caste. The challenge of 

purity/impurity connected to low caste can be understood as founded in the personal sphere 

and being resilient to change. This can appear as barriers for change in the personal, political 

and practical spheres for culture, and that the CSA intervention do not have direct 

consequences for low-castes social position. There is no yellow arrow symbolizing the 

influence of caste on development of CSA, while it can contribute to reproducing the current 

power relations and belief and assumptions discriminating low-caste people. However, as 

these illustrations might seem static, I have tried to convey that they are dynamic and 

Figure 15: Illustrating the different relationships between gender and CSA (to the left), and caste and CSA (to the 

right). (Source: O’Brien and Sygna 2013, adjusted by author) 
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nuanced, and that there are room for changes in all the three spheres- but that some aspects 

might be more resilient to change than others.  

Comparing how the two social identities relates to the sociocultural practices 

connected to CSA shows that they are differently affected. The way I have analyzed the data, 

the biggest challenge for low-caste people is located in the personal sphere, made relevant 

through norms and acted out as practices. For gender, the challenge of male out-migration can 

be considered more practical. An example is the case of getting water, which was considered 

a woman’s responsibility, but which I observed being done by a man. The observation does 

not mean that it is incorrect when told that getting water normally is considered a woman’s 

responsibility. It suggests that not following the practice does not necessarily lead to social 

sanctioning, and it might not have a clear normative dimension to it. To use the concepts 

offered by the three spheres, it does not break with the beliefs of what a man can or cannot do 

if he contributes by getting water. Sociocultural practices and norms presented are not 

absolute or deterministic. Ploughing appeared as a challenge in the personal sphere for one, 

but as a practical challenge for another.  

Based on the discussion and findings in this thesis, I argue that sociocultural practices 

connected to social identities plays out in different ways when adapting to climate change and 

that there is a need to recognize this when implementing adaptation measures. Based on the 

case study I argue that CSA innovations to increase resilience within farming communities 

can contribute to ongoing transformations within the personal and political spheres for some 

social identities, yet may be limited for others. O’Brien & Sygna’s (2013) three spheres of 

transformation provides a foundation to speak of how there is a two-way relationship between 

sociocultural practices and climate change adaptation interventions for resilience, and how 

they are affecting each other mutually. 

Westley et al. (2002) highlight how social systems have characteristics that are 

different from ecological systems. In this case study I have shown that humans are not a 

homogenous group. This case study shows how O’Brien and Sygna’s (2013) three spheres of 

transformation is used to study sociocultural practices in socioecological systems that 

influence livelihood resilience. The practical and political spheres highlight how the 

sociocultural practices affects resilience and can affect which CSA-interventions that are 

implemented. This is a way of situating resilience and opening up what sometimes can appear 

as a “box”- releasing humans from being considered a homogenous category to providing a 
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nuanced picture on the role of social relationships (see Cote & Nightingale 2012). The 

interplay between the practical and political spheres shows how practical changes can result in 

trade-offs or unintended consequences. However, adding the personal sphere gives yet 

another layer for interpreting differences between the challenges groups face, and how they 

intersect. 

6.5.3 Resilience or transformation? 

Adaptation, resilience, transition, transformation or transformational adaptation are all 

concepts of change, and several papers talks about the breadth, depth, scale and scope of 

change to differentiate between them (Fazey et al. 2017, Few et al. 2017; Kates, Travis, & 

Wilbanks 2012). In the introduction I highlighted the distinction between exploring change 

descriptively or prescriptively, and this thesis has set out to explore a transformative lens on 

resilience. So what type of change was triggered by the adaptation interventions at the case 

study site? Whether a change is transformational or incremental can be considered a 

subjective and relative dependent on the researcher (Fazey et al. 2017, p. 2). 

FAO writes in a news story about a CSA project in Nepal that: “This is part of the 

climate-smart and sustainable agriculture approach that helps transform agriculture into 

resilient systems that effectively support development and ensure food security in the face of a 

changing climate.” (Thapa 2018, my italics). The concepts of transformation and resilience 

are both used to describe goals for change. Transformation within agriculture can be 

understood to refer to the changes in the practical sphere. To use the three spheres as a 

framework (O’Brien & Sygna 2013), to change a crop is an action that can be located within 

the practical sphere, but it does not say anything concerning the political or personal spheres. 

It can be transformative within one sphere, but have little impact on other dimensions such as 

power relations or cultural beliefs. This case study shows that there is a need to specify in 

which sphere resilience is being discussed, and distinguish between socioecological resilience 

and sociocultural resilience, and still see them as connected.  

Pelling (2011, p. 55) argues that neither resilience nor transformation are inherently 

good in themselves, but he is skeptical towards promoting resilience in empirical settings 

where it does not challenge the deeper structures. The findings in this case study suggest that 

enhancing resilience in the farming system to meet unpredictable future challenges from 

climate change or other stressors within the practical sphere does not necessarily mean that 
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one are arguing for resilience within the political and personal sphere as well. In fact, there 

are possibilities that resilience within the practical sphere, even when targeted in a way fitting 

to the social context, can weaken the social structures and existing power relations in the 

political and personal sphere (O’Brien & Sygna 2013). 

Looked at through the transformative lens of the three spheres (O’Brien & Sygna 

2013), this study shows how CSA does not in itself emphasize all the three spheres, but favors 

the practical sphere while the political and personal sphere is more dependent on the context 

and implementation. However, there is a risk that CSA might lose the flexibility that makes it 

possible to adjust it to the local setting if it is promoted as a concept at the international level, 

without considering the local context. What this thesis shows is the importance of 

acknowledging changes in all of the three spheres, not just the practical sphere, and paying 

attention to how implementation can affect different social identities in different ways. In this 

case study, internationally promoted CSA-strategies are suited to the local context by 

flexibility in the implementation. 

Resilience theory do not include these nuances and the deeper dimension of the 

personal sphere. Even a more situated and social approach, like Cote and Nightingale (2012) 

and Brown (2014) calls for, including the political sphere and existing power relations, does 

not necessarily take in to account how these social structures are founded in the personal 

sphere. The intersectional approach applied in this thesis contributes by highlighting how 

gender and caste, can be seen as important categories within the political sphere. My 

understanding is that the combination of the practical and political spheres is the approach 

used by several of the researchers critically studying Nepal and adaptation to climate change 

(see Nagoda & Nightingale 2017, Nightingale 2017, Sapkota et al. 2016). However, the 

transformative lens on resilience give room to investigate how sociocultural norms and 

practices are constructed and dynamic. The three spheres reveal both the barriers and 

possibilities associated with CSA practices. The findings from this thesis suggests that there 

can be differences between the solution space for how gender and caste can be approached 

through interventions, and it nuances the picture of the social identities and sociocultural 

practices. 
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6.6 Further research 

To use functionalist systems to describe relations between elements leads to the 

problem of setting boundaries (Leach 2010, Olsson et al. 2015). The particular system is 

socially constructed by the boundaries set by the framework and not apolitical or naturally 

given. The social identity I had set out as a starting point for sampling participants was 

farmer, and I limited my informants to farmers participating in the project and NGO workers, 

but I discovered when working with the theme that this framing had certain blind spots.  

The focus of my study meant that I did not speak to the workers without land who 

were dependent on income from agriculture by getting financial capital by contributing with 

their labour force through the majdori. Still, it is important to mention how there can be trade-

offs where an increase in the resilience of farmers in this study contributes to more 

vulnerability for other groups, like landless if their workforce are no longer used. Adhiferf 

(1995, p. 28-31) uses the term occupational caste to describe what is often referred to as 

Dalits today, and links this to how they were not allowed to own land in the past since they 

were to serve people from higher castes. In his results, the occupational cast (Dalits) clearly 

have a higher percent of income from waged labour compared to the other households, since 

they do not own much land themselves. I have discussed ploughing above as a job that had 

certain beliefs connected to it, and that several farmers told me they rented in workforce to 

plough. If improved agricultural practices means that the farmers do not have to rent in 

workforce any more, this can have negative consequences for what might be an even more 

marginalized group. Since this was outside the scope of my paper, I highlight it as an 

interesting area for future research. Generally, this case study represents an initial exploration 

where I have identified some relationships, but it also raises new questions. How are the 

returned migrants affecting the farming? What about women that out-migrate, and what are 

their roles in this story? Will the practical changes and potentials identified for social change 

end up actually changing the norms and beliefs about social identities of gender? A 

comparative case study of implementation of CSA in different places, or even in different 

countries with a focus on culture could also provide useful information to ensure conscious 

implementation of planned adaptation. 
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6.7 Summary 

In this chapter I have explored the relationship between sociocultural practices related to 

caste, gender and adaptation to increase resilience. Both gender and caste can be considered 

exhaustive social identities in the Nepali context (Pariyar & Lovett 2016), and they play out 

differently when seen in connection to farming. I did not identify sociocultural practices 

within the activity of farming directly connected to caste-membership. However, I identified 

sociocultural practices through spatial norms in the hamlet and norms connected to group 

identity in the market which can be relevant for resilience and CSA in particular.  

The analysis started from the personal sphere, identifying how beliefs connected to 

purity/impurity creates norms and social structures in the political sphere, both as objective 

structure that is followed in society and internalized as subjective structures for the low-caste 

person. In this way, social capital and sociocultural practices connected to caste can create 

barriers for increasing resilience through adaptation interventions. I analyzed why targeting 

the social identity of caste when implementing adaptation interventions could contribute to 

reproducing and legitimizing a social identity with a low social capital. The practices, norms 

and beliefs about caste seemed be dynamic in some instance and not in others. The analysis 

shows that it is important that adaptation interventions do not reproducing old practices for 

caste, and how increasing resilience to meet unforeseen challenges in the farming system 

should at the same time increase resilience of the social system of caste. 

Further, the difference between gender and adaptation, and caste and adaptation shows 

how they in this case study can be understood as playing out in different settings and thereby 

provide different rooms for how they can be approached. Using a transformative perspective 

of the three spheres blurs the line between resilience and transformation, showing how they 

can work together in different aspects of change processes.  
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7 Conclusion: 

This thesis has answered the question: How can a transformative lens on resilience contribute 

to understand climate change adaptation in farming communities? I have approached the 

question by exploring how a CSA project interacted with sociocultural practices connected to 

social identities. I have done a qualitative case study in Kaski located in the mid-hills region 

of Nepal, a country characterised by a lot of internal diversity as well as being highly 

vulnerable to climate change. Adaptation to climate change was narrowed down to focus 

explicitly on CSA, a set of strategies advocated internationally to contribute to food security, 

adaptation and mitigation. By defining adaptation in a broad sense (see Pelling 2011), as 

changes made in light of climate change, the theory of resilience in coupled socioecological 

system was used to explore how the relationship between sociocultural practices and 

adaptation played out. The research was anchored locally by approaching a Nepali NGO for 

collaboration and the possibility to study their CSA project.  

 The findings of the research nuance understanding of the relationship between 

transformation and resilience. By employing what I term a transformative lens on resilience, 

inspired by O’Brien and Sygnas (2013) three spheres of transformation, I show that cultural 

resilience can play out in all three spheres. The analysis shows how resilience can be a 

strength in some instances, like household resilience against an unpredicted shocks, or that 

resilience in beliefs in the personal sphere and norms in the political sphere connected to 

social identities actually contributes to weakening social capital and resilience for farming in 

the practical sphere. The transformative lens adds dimensions to the resilience approach who 

traditionally has a focus on the practical sphere, highlighting that norms and social structures 

are important for practical innovations, as well as the beliefs and assumptions these norms are 

based on.  

7.1 Revisiting the research questions 

Even though I wanted to employ an intersectional analysis, I decided to split up the 

overarching question by first exploring gender. The first research question was therefore:  

a) What is the relationship between sociocultural practices connected to gender and 

climate change adaptation and resilience? 
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My findings suggests that certain sociocultural practices connected to gender do affect 

planned adaptation for resilience at the case study site. The gender sharing of work at the 

household level was the practice easiest to identify and was closely related to the practice of 

male out-migration. Women are regarded as mainly responsible for several activities related 

to farming. This has consequence for the adaptation intervention, while it makes it possible to 

target women’s work tasks. By enhancing the adaptive capacity for female farmers by 

increasing their human capital it can provide opportunities for further empowerment. 

However, possible trade-offs between resilience at different levels, like the household level 

and the individual level were also identified. This shows the importance of awareness when 

adapting, and that there is likely to be subjective considerations attached to which capitals at 

what level that is important to enhance.  

However, the possibility of targeting gender work can be seen in relation to the 

flexibility of how the Climate Smart Strategies are implemented. The approach have 

flexibility to target proximate stressors as well as distant stressors such as climate change, 

which is in line with one of the requirements for sustainable adaptation. However, this draws 

attention to how the livelihoods resilience concept as described by Tanner (2015), might be 

difficult to separate from development approaches focusing on livelihoods in general. Is that 

positive and includes the underling processes driving vulnerability or is it a way of co-opting 

climate change adaptation into development? This is an interesting area for future research. 

A social constructivist approach to the social identities provides room to explore how 

adding new technologies, materials and practices to increase resilience can affect practices 

connected to social identities. One way of exploring the relationship is to approach targeting 

social roles as reproducing them. However, a focus on practices connected to farming and 

changing those highlights that reducing female workload can be understood as opening up 

room for other activities. Another possibility found was that the introduction of new 

technology can open spaces for changing what was earlier considered a woman’s job to also 

be done by a man. This is not to say that these changes have already happened or that they 

necessarily will, but the information I gathered in the field shows that there can at least be 

created room for it. 

b) What is the difference between sociocultural practices connected to caste and gender 

when adapting towards resilience? 
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When looking at caste and ethnicity, or even the intersection of caste, ethnicity and gender the 

picture got more nuanced. The perspective showed the importance of social capital, and how 

farming as an activity are considered as an area crossing group-boundaries that were relevant 

in other social settings. However, climate change adaptation can lead to other situations where 

access to tools or possibilities for upscaling can be relevant. In these instances, the impression 

is that practices connected to caste and ethnicity might work as barriers that decreases the 

persons adaptive capacity.  

 The findings for caste are different. Certain sociocultural practices appeared more as a 

barrier for adaptation and can affect the resilience of those belonging to lower castes. This 

social identity was not directly targeted from the innovations implemented. However, this it 

not to say that targeting the groups directly will be a better idea. The theory of social 

reproductions shows how it can be a way of further legitimizing a group identity with 

negative connotations. Practices connected to caste are anchored in the personal sphere and 

beliefs about purity and impurity, and is anchored in a different way that practices connected 

to gender. Even though several of the practices identified was at the intersection of caste and 

gender, while gender in other research-projects has been identified as important when 

upscaling in the market, the different social identities are made relevant in different social 

situations and not easily approached at the same time by the adaptation innovations explored. 

The case study suggests how the social identities are not additive, but works according to 

different logics, and this can suggest that they should be approached in different ways when 

adapting. 

It was identified a possible two-way relationship between gender and adaptation. The 

social practices connected to different identities affected the interventions implemented. At 

the same time, the interventions introduced provides room for new practices to emerge, and 

can contribute to a change in norms and practices that are already going on in Nepal. Even 

through the innovations in the practical sphere are aiming at increasing resilience in the 

socioecological system to be more prepared for an uncertain future with climate change, this 

does not necessarily mean that they at the same time reinforce the current dominant structures 

in the political sphere. In this case study it appears as being differences between how the 

differing social identities plays out and that this leads to different solution space for how they 

can be approached. With flexibility in implementation as well as awareness towards the threat 
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of trade-offs innovations to increase resilience can contribute to ongoing transformations 

within the personal sphere for some social identities, but serve as a barrier for others.  

7.2 Connecting to the bigger picture 

After conducting a case study that for outsiders might seem much focused and limited, it is 

important to ask oneself the questions: So what? Why does this matter? The research 

represents a case study and is not generalizable. The relationships identified might not be true 

in other parts of Nepal or even for everyone at the case study site. However, the intent of this 

research was to explore how CSA translated to a specific social context. By using a 

transformative perspective on resilience I have explored how and why sociocultural practices 

matter. Even though the caste system is special for Nepal and the gender division of labour is 

not replicated in other places, the need to emphasize sociocultural practices and social 

structures will be important in any place where one is implementing adaptation interventions.  

By differentiating between socioecological resilience and sociocultural resilience, I 

show that adaptation can lead to resilience to climate change while also opening spaces for 

social change, for example, by decreasing the sociocultural resilience of gender roles. This 

case study suggests that sociocultural dynamics are important to take into consideration when 

adapting, but there is no blueprint on how to do this. How we change and reproduce ourselves 

in light of climate change, will be influenced by and influence social relations in society. The 

narrative of this thesis is presented through technical concepts and an academic language. 

However, the essence is this; climate change is affecting our basis for life and livelihoods. 

How we interact and meet these challenges is shaping the future we will meet. 
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Appendix I: Revised questionnaire to 

farmers 

Tell about the informed consent, who I am, how to get in contact etc.  

1. Could you tell me briefly about your household? 

a. Follow up on male migration: Many males are migrating from this area, why 

do you think that is? 

 

2. What are the importance of informal groups like mother groups in this village? 

(Different groups to talk about: Ama Soumah,, Youth club, Farmer-group, village 

council) 

a.  How are these groups structured?  

b. What is the role of caste?  

c. The role of gender?  

d. Who makes decisions?  

 

3. How is the work shared? 

a. In you household? 

b. In the village? (Different practices: Parma, Huri, Majdori) 

c. Do people own or rent land in the village? 

d. How is the work shared between the genders generally? 

 

4. Project: 

a. How did you hear about it? 

b. What changes did you make? Small tools, big tools, knowledge 

c. When did you make these changes? 

d. What was your motivation for making the changes? 

e. What has changed? 

i. Challenges?  

ii. Possibilities? 

5. What are the connections between the local groups (discussed in question 2) and the 

project? 

6. What is the connection between the local groups and farming? 

End the interview by asking if they have questions for me, wondering anything, want to add 

anything more. 
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Appendix II: Informed consent 

Request for participation in research project 

 “Cultural Aspects of Adapting to Climate Change" 

 

My name is Ann Kristin Schorre and I am a masters student in Human Geography at the 

Department of Sociology and Human Geography at the University of Oslo in Norway. The 

purpose of this fieldwork is to gather data about cultural aspects connected to adaptation to 

climate change for small-scale farmers in Nepal to use in my masters thesis. The goal of the 

thesis is to get a better understanding on what key stakeholders in an adaptation project 

perceive to be limits and possibilities in the local cultural setting for the adaption of the 

project, with a focus on traditions, gender roles and practices. The master thesis is in 

cooperation with the AdaptationCONNECTS project at the Department of Sociology and 

Human Geography at the University of Oslo and with a Nepali NGO called LI-BIRD.  

I would like to interview key stakeholders in a LI-BIRD adaptation project, both people 

working for the NGO centrally, locally and farmers participating in adaptation projects. The 

interview is expected to last about one hour and I will use an audio recorder and take notes 

during the interview. The interviews will take place during May/June 2017. Questions will 

concern motivations and objectives for participating in the adaptation project, how it has 

affected traditional practices and daily life. 

The data collected from the interviews will be anonymous, unless otherwise agreed upon. 

However, your identity may be recognized due to the affiliation with the project. The 

transcribed interviews will not be coded with the participants names. The information will be 

stored in my personal Dropbox account and locally on my personal password protected 

computer.  

The thesis is scheduled to be completed by May 2018, and it will be published on the 

University of Oslo’s webpage and shared with LI-BIRD. The data may be used for a paper 

with others working for AdaptationCONNECTS and co-written with LI-BIRD staff and this 

will be settled within six-months after the thesis is finished. All personal data collected will be 

deleted after this process is over and only the anonymized interviews will be kept. 

I hope you have the opportunity to participate and share your perspectives and knowledge on 

this theme with me. It is voluntary to participate in the project, and you can choose to 

withdraw your consent at any time. If you decide to withdraw, the information you have given 

will be deleted and not be used in any of the work. 

If you have any questions concerning the project, please contact me on 

a.k.schorre@sosgeo.uio.no or telephone XX. In May/June 2017 you can contact me on my 

Nepali telephone: XXX. You can also contact my supervisor, Professor Karen O’Brien at the 

Department for Sociology and Human Geography, University of Oslo on 

karen.obrien@sosgeo.uio.no. 

 

The study has been notified to the Data Protection Official for Research, NSD - Norwegian 

Centre for Research Data. 

mailto:a.k.schorre@sosgeo.uio.no
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Appendix III: Informants 
 

Informants: Relation to the project: Where: 

Informant 1 NGO Kathmandu 

Informant 2 NGO Pokhara 

Informant 3 NGO Hamlet 1 

Informant 4 NGO Hamlet 1 

Informant 5 Farmer Hamlet 2 

Informant 6 Farmer Hamlet 1 

Informant 7 Farmer Hamlet 1 

Informant 8 Farmer Hamlet 2 

Informant 9 Farmer Hamlet 3 

Informant 10 Farmer Hamlet 3 

Informant 11 Farmer Hamlet 3 

Informant 12 Farmer Hamlet 4 

Informant 13 Farmer Hamlet 4 

Informant 14 Farmer Hamlet 4 

Informant 15 Farmer Hamlet 5 

Informant 16 Farmer Hamlet 2 

Informant 17 Farmer Hamlet 2 

Informant 18 Farmer Hamlet 3 

Informant 19 Farmer Hamlet 6 

Informant 20 Farmer Hamlet 6 

Informant 21 Farmer Hamlet 6 

Informant 22 NGO Kathmandu 

Informant 23 NGO Pokhara 

Informant 24 NGO Pokhara 

Informant 25 NGO Pokhara 

Informant 26 NGO Kathmandu 

Informant 27 NGO Kathmandu 
 


