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Demographic Dimensions of an Intervillage Land Dispute
in Nubri, Nepal

The demographic basis for a land dispute between two Tibetan villages in Nubri, Nepal, is examined in relation to family
systems. Despite close proximity and sociocultural ties, the villages experience divergent population growth rates resulting
from different frequencies of marriage. In one, old-age security concerns induce parents to retain female labor within the
household by designating daughters to be nuns, a practice that has the unintended consequence of limiting aggregate popu-
lation growth by barring many women from marriage and reproduction. In the other village the slightly different family
system results in fewer nuns, faster population growth, and a need for more land. Comparisons with family systems and
demographic outcomes in Europe and Asia reveal this to be a case in which preventive checks can exist in a context of
early marriage and high marital fertility and demonstrate how concerns for old-age security can act as a restraint on aggre-
gate fertility. [ Tibetans, family systems, demography, religious celibacy]

igh in a remote valley of Nepal, ethnic Tibetans
Hfrom the neighboring villages of Sama and Lho

gathered on opposite sides of a turbulent Himala-
yan stream. Separated by the cascading barrier of water,
men from either side attempted to breach the others’ de-
fenses by rushing the wooden bridge dividing them. A hail
of rocks kept the antagonists at bay. The battle raged for
hours, ending in a stalemate at nightfall when the partici-
pants in this grudge match reluctantly returned to their re-
spective villages. In the final tally, there were no human
casualties. Yet the social consequences were far from neg-
ligible. The escalation of this intervillage dispute resulted
in contentious relations between the residents of Sama and
Lho, people who have been interdependent for centuries.
What had gone wrong?

The myth that Tibetan societies are devoid of internal
strife persists in the popular imagination (Lopez 1998;
Shakya 1999). Such a caricature ignores the simple fact
that Tibetans, like all humans, compete among themselves
and against others for economic resources such as land, bo-
vines, pastures, and even trade privileges (e.g., Ahmed
1999; Ekvall 1964; Ortner 1989). In the case of the
Sama-Lho conflict, the villagers were fighting over a
small stretch of land called Shala, a previously uninhabited
forest between the two villages.

The purpose of this article is to contrast demographic
processes in Sama and Lho, specifically with regard to fer-
tility, marriage, and population growth rates. It may seem
strange to start a discussion of village-level demographic

trends with a description of an intervillage melee. How-
ever, the logic will become clear, for the conflict is directly
related to a contrast in population processes, one that is not
intuitively obvious because of the fact that the villages
share a common linguistic and cultural heritage, are linked
via marital exchanges and religious affiliation, and are eco-
nomically intertwined through shared resources and trade.
Despite their numerous similarities, a crucial difference in
the family systems of the two villages has resulted in dif-
ferent rates of nuptiality, fertility, and population growth—
a finding that would not be apparent in macrolevel demo-
graphic studies that tend to veil local-level heterogeneity
through aggregation. In this study, I use a microde-
mographic approach (e.g., Axinn et al. 1991; Caldwell et
al. 1988) to highlight the localized nuances of historical
processes, family systems, cultural attitudes, and their in-
fluences on demographic outcomes—akin to what Fricke
(1997) refers to as a “thicker demography.”

Family systems (the normative manner in which family
practices and household dynamics transpire, including
marriage forms, succession, inheritance, and so forth
[Skinner 1997:54]) influence demographic behavior and
outcomes. This proposition has an ongoing academic his-
tory (e.g., Das Gupta 1997; Davis 1955; Goody 1996; Ha-
jnal 1965, 1982; Levine 1987, Skinner 1997) and is one of
many key points of convergence between the disciplines of
anthropology and demography. Hajnal’s (1965, 1982)
seminal hypothesis proposes that a cultural pattern in
northern Europe characterized by late marriage and high
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rates of celibacy resulted in relatively low fertility, in con-
trast to elsewhere (primarily in Asia) where the joint fam-
ily is assumed to induce high fertility through partible in-
heritance, early and universal marriage, and the shared cost
of child rearing inherent in multigenerational households.
Although the details of Hajnal’s classic formulation have
not always held up to critical scrutiny (e.g., Goody 1996;
Guinnane 1991; Kertzer and Hogan 1991; Lee and Wang
1999), the line of reasoning that family systems influence
demographic behavior remains intact. In the case presented
here, a slight difference between family systems in Sama
and Lho accounts for distinct population growth rates in
these two villages, a disparity that is at least partially re-
sponsible for the recent dispute.

Within the context of family systems it is necessary to
consider parental decisions regarding each offspring’s role
within the family throughout the course of the household
development cycle—in other words, a family management
strategy. The decisions relate to many crucial social and
economic matters, including marriage options, the inter-
generational transfer of assets, and provisions for old-age
security. To a certain extent these decisions influence fam-
ily and household compositions after children have been
born and are influenced, but certainly not determined, by
cultural norms and household-level demographic realities.
As Greenhalgh (1988) and Skinner (1997) have pointed
out, in addition to controlling fertility (birth control), off-
spring sets can be manipulated by influencing survivorship
(child control) and by sending certain children out of the
family or bringing others in (child transfer). Examples of
child control through infanticide (Ball and Hill 1996;
Chagnon et al. 1979; Scrimshaw 1978) and differential pa-
rental investment leading to higher mortality among less
desired infants (Levine 1987; Scheper-Hughes 1997
Shorter 1977) and examples of child transfer through fos-
terage (Bledsoe 1990, 1994; Greenhalgh 1988) and aban-
donment (Johnson et al. 1998; Kertzer 1993) are well-
documented methods by which parents deal with family
sizes and compositions after children have been born.
These are all part of the family management strategy, and
as Bledsoe notes it is important to highlight “people’s ac-
tive efforts to achieve demographic outcomes by restruc-
turing household compositions and influencing children’s
obligations, rather than acting strictly within the biological
bounds or cultural norms that seem to be imposed upon
them” (1990:97-98). A consideration of social roles that
children can occupy as members of a household, whether
in situ or living elsewhere, is an important step toward un-
derstanding the importance of the family management
strategy. This article focuses not so much on child control
and transfer but, rather, on how parents influence their
children’s obligations to them by keeping some offspring
within the household while sending others out. In this case
the major decisions involve who among one’s children can

or cannot marry, choices that are constrained by norms of
inheritance and postmarital residence, as well as the need
to assure security in old age.

In the context of Tibetan communities, the formation of
polyandrous unions and male monasticism (in some sense
analogous to fosterage) are both options within the family
management strategy that can help achieve household sus-
tainability over time by removing some sons from inheri-
tance potential (monks) and condensing the others into a
single inheriting block in order to avoid excessive parti-
tioning of land and herds (Goldstein 1976; Levine 1988).
Rather than focusing on polyandry, as most analyses of Ti-
betan societies tend to do, in this study I consider the
demographic implications of female celibacy. Specifically,
the focal point is the practice of converting daughters into
nonmarrying, celibate nuns in an effort to retain female la-
bor within the natal household—a family management
strategy that is common in Sama but not in Lho. At the ag-
gregate level this strategy acts as a restraint on fertility and
population growth, as the data will reveal. Because, ac-
cording to parents, a primary motivation of converting
daughters to nuns relates to old-age security issues, the re-
sultant curbing of fertility is an unintended consequence of
the family management strategy, which leads us to the is-
sue of population regulation.

Wood asks the question, “Is the growth of preindustrial
populations ‘regulated’ in any meaningful sense of the
word?” (1998:100). Malthus (see 1933) broached the issue
long ago in his discussion of “preventive checks” on popu-
lation growth. He viewed sociocultural mechanisms to bal-
ance a population with its resource base such as delayed
age at marriage as far preferable to “positive checks” such
as famine and plagues induced by rapid population growth.
Preventive checks on population growth have long been a
popular topic of inquiry. Studies of marriage patterns and
family systems in historical populations (e.g., Lee and
Campbell 1997; Netting 1981) and anthropological studies
of small-scale populations (e.g., Chagnon 1975; Hem 1992;
Levine 1988; Wiley 1998) have revealed an array of eco-
logical variables, biological factors, and human behavioral
mechanisms that act to inhibit fertility and maintain a bal-
ance between populations and resources. Yet the question
has seldom been asked whether such preventive checks are
intended to have the effect of limiting population growth or
merely represent an inadvertent result of cumulative be-
havior.

Popper noted long ago that a primary task of research
should be to analyze “the unintended social repercussions
of intentional human actions” because “an action which
proceeds precisely according to intention does not create a
problem for social science” (1985:352). Numerous cases
have been documented whereby state- or community-level
administrative policies, usually having something to do
with taxation and common resource allocation, have a
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direct bearing on population growth by influencing house-
hold formation processes, marriage timing, and levels of
permanent celibacy (e.g., Goldstein 1971b; McNicoll
1975; Netting 1981; Vasey 1996; Wrigley and Schofield
1981). Yet rarely is this issue addressed at the level of the
conjugal family, the locus of decision making for those
who are responsible for and bear the primary consequences
of reproductive decisions (for theoretical views on repro-
duction, see Carter 1995; Greenhalgh 1995). Nevertheless,
numerous scholars admit the possibility that population
regulation is an unintended consequence of social prac-
tices. In an effort to construct a more “ecological demogra-
phy,” Low et al. argue that “population ‘regulation’ is
likely to be almost universally the incidental outcome of
individuals responding to available resources, whether
consciously or not” (1992:20, emphasis added). Further-
more, on historical population processes in Iceland, Vasey
writes, I treat regulation here as a compensatory response
of mortality, fertility, or both to changing population pres-
sure, whether or not the actors intend to exercise control’
(1996:366, emphasis added). Finally, while commenting
on the decline of group selection as an analytical tool for
understanding population regulation in human societies,
Wood states, “If group selection is unimportant, then it is
very unlikely that special behavioral and institutional
mechanisms have evolved in order to restrain population
growth or regulate population size. But that does not mean
that factors do not exist that have that effect, even if it is not
the reason for their existence” (1998:101).

In this article the unintended consequences of human
actions will be addressed directly by looking at contrasting
population processes in two villages that are closely allied
through social, cultural, linguistic, and economic connec-
tions. The case of Sama and Lho illustrates how individual
decisions made within the context of family systems may
lead to inadvertent (but not necessarily unappreciated) out-
comes at the community level, such as restricting fertility
and consequently hindering population growth. My analy-
sis centers on how long-term parental strategies of family
management can result in demographic stability, despite
the fact that the primary motivations have little if anything
to do with population regulation.

Economic Insecurity and the Demise of
Trans-Himalayan Trade

The highland villages of Sama (elevation 3,350 meters,
population 460) and Lho (elevation 3,180 meters, popula-
tion 394) are the principal villages of Nubri, a valley that
comprises the highest reaches of the Buri River in Gorkha
District, north-central Nepal. Positioned on the southern
slope of the Himalayas, the area is ecologically distinct
from the arid plateau on the northern side of the mountains
where the rain shadow effect makes vegetation sparse.
Adequate rainfall and careful management practices in

Nubri permit the maintenance of some of Nepal’s best pre-
served forests (Hetts 1996).

Politically, Nubri is divided into two Village Develop-
ment Committees: Sama (Sama and Samdo villages) and
Lho (Li, Sho, and Lho villages).' Tibetan historical docu-
ments provide evidence that the area may have been settled
as early as the thirteenth century when it was claimed by
Gungtang (Gung-thang),” a small kingdom that existed in
southern Tibet until 1620 (Tshe-dbang Nor-bu 1990). An-
other early source suggests that the original inhabitants
were non-Tibetan, for a famous eleventh-century Tibetan
yogi referred to Nubri as an “uncultured realm of dark-
ness” (mtha’-"khob mun-pa’i smag-rum) and to its inhabi-
tants as “bovines” (dud-'gro) and “nonhumans” (mi-ma-
yin) (Mi-la Ras-pa 1985:67b—68a). By the late fourteenth
century Tibetan was spoken in the upper part of the valley
(Rgod-ldem 1983:2a). Tax documents compiled in 1830
place Nubri within Tibet’s Rdzong-dga’ District (Lcags-
stag zhib-gzhung 1989), yet the valley was definitely a part
of Nepal by 1861 (Montgomerie 1868), suggesting that po-
litical affiliation transferred following the 1856 war be-
tween Tibet and Nepal. The current population is made up
of Tibetans, who migrated across the Himalayas in several
waves, and Ghales,> who migrated from areas of lower ele-
vation at undetermined dates. Based on linguistic evidence
and the historical sources, it is reasonable to assume that an
initial wave of Ghale settlers was culturally subsumed by
the more numerous Tibetan migrants.

The inhabitants of Nubri pursue the typical Tibetan eco-
nomic triad that combines subsistence farming, herding,
and trade, a subsistence strategy that has been referred to in
comparative studies as Alpenwirtschaft (“alpine econ-
omy”) and involves the seasonal exploitation of vertical
zones, communal control over pastures, individual control
over farmland and haying fields, and the regulation by so-
cial institutions of movements over space and time (Guillet
1983: Orlove and Guillet 1985; Rhoades and Thompson
1975). Nubri residents fit Netting’s (1993) description of
intensive farming smallholders. They continuously culti-
vate each plot of land (no fallow period) and carefully
manage the soil through the creation of natural fertilizers
(leaf base and bovine manure), annual crop rotation, deep
tillage with the aid of animal traction, and intercropping
(barley with turnips in Sama and Lho; corn with beans in
Lho). Households are the primary units of production, and
most have secure rights to arable land and productive pas-
tures. Both villages have long been incorporated into state
structures (Tibet until the mid—nineteenth century, Nepal
since then) and maintain international exchange relations
(trans-Himalayan trade with Tibet, currently an autono-
mous region of China).

Very few households produce sufficient grain to sustain
themselves throughout an entire year (McEachem et al.
1995:49). In the past, the food deficit was offset by trade.
Bordering Tibet, Nubri residents were in a prime position
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to be middlemen in the lucrative trans-Himalayan ex-
change networks. Grains such as rice and millet flowed
from the lower elevation Ghale communities to Babuk, a
regulated trade center above Sama on the Nepalese side of
the border, where they were exchanged for Tibetan salt,
sheep, and wool. The situation would not last, for in the
1960s the balance of trade shifted dramatically because of
a combination of the Chinese occupation of Tibet, with its
concomitant infrastructural improvements and restrictive
regulations on trade, and the increase in trade between Ne-
pal and India facilitated by new road networks (cf. Fisher
1986; Fiirer-Haimendorf 1975; van Spengen 2000). To-
day, rice is trucked to the Tibetan Plateau from mainland
China, and Indian iodized salt is readily available and
cheaper than Tibetan salt for Nepalese lowlanders. To fur-
ther complicate matters, the currently diminished volume
of trade is periodically impeded by border closures. One
such closure occurred in 1996 following an outbreak of
hoof-and-mouth disease among Nubri’s bovine popula-
tion. Nubri dwellers still maintain, “If we don’t trade, we
starve,” yet trade can no longer be counted on as a reliable
household-level economic supplement.*

In response to chronic food shortages and trade insecu-
rity, Lho residents decided to clear the forest at Shala in
1985 and convert the land for agrarian purposes. There
were, however, some obstacles. For one, Gorkha District
government officials refused to grant permission to clear
the land, a decision that was in line with the national-level
policy against deforestation. Furthermore, because of the
fact that there existed no formal line of demarcation be-
tween Sama and Lho, and because Shala lies more or less
equidistant from the two, the land in question was claimed
by both villages. Conflicts had not arisen in the past be-
cause forest resources (firewood and construction timber)
at Shala were sufficient to satisfy the needs of both vil-
lages. Despite these obstacles, Lho residents divided the
land, allocating about one-tenth of a hectare to each house-
hold in the village. Households could either sell their allot-
ments to other families or reduce the forest and commence
planting potatoes. In all about ten hectares were cleared.
Repercussions soon followed, including several violent
skirmishes with Sama residents. District-level officials in-
tervened and devised a solution that emphasizes the eco-
nomic interdependence that has always existed between
these villages. Today, Sama residents must pay a salt tax to
Lho each year in exchange for the right to gather wood at
Shala, and Lho residents must pay a cash tax on each bo-
vine that is herded above Sama every summer. The dispute
is resolved, and Shala is now recognized as a part of Lho’s
territory.

Lho residents state that the decision to claim Shala was
based on their perceived need to increase food production
in order to feed a rapidly growing population. Many people
expressed concern that their children would not have

enough to eat in the future. To a certain extent this fear can
be attributed to the declining role of trans-Himalayan trade
in the local economy. However, placing sole responsibility
on exogenous economic factors contributes little toward
determining why it was Lho residents, and not Sama resi-
dents, who claimed and cleared the land at Shala. After all,
trade insecurity is a major issue in both villages.

A comparison of population densities (Sama, 20.5 peo-
ple/hectare; Lho, 20.8 people/hectare) does not resolve the
issue. Lho has a smaller population, yet land holdings per
household are equal, seemingly tipping the resource scale
in favor of Lho because of the higher quality of their
fields.” One would expect that Sama residents, with their
higher population and less productive land, would be the
logical candidates for initiating extensification. However,
bovines are a critical aspect of the alpine economy, one
that is closely rooted in cultural conceptions of wealth. The
Tibetan noun for cattle (phyugs) is etymologically related
to the adjective for “wealthy” (phyug-po). Another term
for cattle (nor) also bears the connotation of wealth (“prop-
erty,” “possessions”). Thus, cattle are directly associated
with notions of prosperity.

To support bovine herds, the critical ecological variable
is not summer pastures, which are plentiful in Nubri, but
winter pastures that are close to the village, have a reliable
water source, and are situated on southern-facing slopes so
that the sun can quickly melt snowfall and reveal the grass
undereath. Lho residents claim that the people of Sama
are wealthier because of their comparatively extensive
winter pastures that permit the maintenance of larger bo-
vine herds. Thus, whereas the land ratio favors Lho, the
bovine ratio (Sama, 2.5 bovines/person; Lho, 1.8 bo-
vines/person) favors Sama.

One cannot conclude which village had a greater need to
convert Shala from forest to farmland based on a simple
comparison of resources. Because the people of Lho, and
not Sama, initiated the conflict by claiming the disputed
land, other factors must have been involved. Cohort fertil-
ity measures of women bomn between 1941 and 1950
(those who were completing or close to completing child-
bearing in 1985) show higher aggregate fertility in Lho
prior to the crisis. Although the mere existence of a fertility
differential is a good indicator that an elevated rate of
population growth may have impelled the residents of Lho
to initiate the land claim, the more compelling question is
why these culturally similar villages could experience such
distinct demographic processes. To sort out the motiva-
tions behind the land grab it is therefore necessary to ex-
amine the demographic data within the context of family
systems and family management strategies.

Marriage versus Celibacy

Contradictory attitudes exist in Tibetan societies regarding
the merits of family life versus religious celibacy. Buddhist






