International Journal of Environmental Sciences
ISSN: 2229-7359

Vol. 10 No. 6s, 2024
https://theaspd.com/index.php

Folk Arts Tourism: A Pathway Of Eco-Tourism And

Sustainable Practices

Varuna Semwal', Shreejit Guha’, Debkumar Chakrabarti’

'PhD Scholar, School of design UPES Dehradun-248001 (U.K) India, varunasemwal@gmail.com
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0009-0008-3271-6675

‘Assistant  Professor,  School  of  design, UPES, Dehradun-248001 (U.K) India,
shreejit.guha@ddn.upes.ac.in, https://orcid.org/0009-0003-6066-144 1

"Distinguish Professor, School of design, UPES, Dehradun-248001 (U.K), India https://orcid.org/0000-
0003-3747-3832, debkumar.chakrabarti@ddn.upes.ac.in

Abstract

Ancient folk-art forms, which has been practiced for centuries, embodies principles of environmental sustainability.
Such practices have been practiced for centuries, defining the indigenous practice of the Indian people. The narratives
and practice of Aipan, a traditional folk art from Uttarakhand, India, urges protection, preservation, and promotion
of the sustainable practices to maintain its cultural identity. While Aipan was primarily a ritual, the practitioner
found a new utility of the art form as they started selling Aipan designs to the increasing demands of tourists, becoming
a source of income for the women of the Kumaon region. Thus, sustainable tourism offers a viable framework for
achieving these environmental protection objectives by establishing dedicated spaces for local artists to practice and
showcase their indigenous traditions. This approach not only safeguards the cultural heritage but also fosters
community engagement, allowing local populations to actively participate in tourism initiatives that celebrate their
artistic legacies.

By creating spaces where Aipan artists can work and interact with wvisitors, sustainable tourism can facilitate cultural
exchange and education, enhancing the appreciation of this art form. Such initiatives contribute to the cultural
economy by generating income for artisans while ensuring that traditional practices are passed down through
generations. The integration of Aipan into tourism not only promotes cultural awareness among tourists but also
reinforces the importance of preserving local customs and traditions.

This study highlights the potential of sustainable tourism as a means to protect and promote Uttarakhand's rich
cultural heritage. By focusing on community involvement and the economic benefits of cultural tourism, it advocates
for a model that respects and uplifts local traditions, ensuring that the unique identity of Uttarakhand remains vibrant
and relevant in an increasingly globalized world.
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INTRODUCTION

In an increasingly globalized world of cultural flows and rapid communication development, local
customs are relegated to the margins open to commodification or silent erasure. Among India's rich
manifestations of intangible cultural heritage, such as Aipan, a ritual floor painting practice by women
indigenous to the Kumaon hills of Uttarakhand, is an embodied record of a world in which art,
spirituality, and ecological awareness collide together. Far more than an artful activity, Aipan is a
performance practice utilizing semiotics, represented through metaphysical codes and rooted in the
rhythms of domestic ritual and seasonal cycles. Painted with rice paste, or biswar, on a red earth, or geru,
floor, the art form is a model of sustainable, local culture-based creativity (Kandpal, 2018) , (Tewari, 2023).
Each design bears the stamp of ancestral wisdom, feminine agency, and communal identity (Mathpal,
2012), (Dutta, 2011). Though its aesthetic complexity and cultural richness, Aipan today precariously
poised. As younger generations move from rural to urban areas in search of livelihood, the embodied and
oral networks that guaranteed its perpetuation have started to weaken (Anon., 2025). Efforts at renewal
through workshops, internet campaigns, or craft fairs though laudable are often not backed by systemic
support, making them episodic, not transformative. In this context, this paper contends that community-
supported, sustainable tourism can prove to be an important platform for the preservation and re-
emergence of artforms and other craft form of Uttarakhand, if it is conceived with cultural sensitivity,
local involvement, and ecological consciousness at its centre.

Eco-tourism and cultural tourism, when envisioned holistically, can create new types of space physical and
symbolic in which artist and practitioner are not merely visible but enabled (Cajee, 2014). Such tourism
need not commodify sacred art (Wardana, 2019) , (Bhatta, 2019). Rather, it can seek to span the distances
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between the fields of tradition and the modern, artist and spectator, heritage and innovation. Such
bridges are increasingly needed in places where systems of traditional knowledge are not merely devalued
but constantly made invisible through development imaginaries that value productivity over meaning
(Thi, 2024). The requirement of living cultural spaces in which art continues to be practised, told, and
reinterpreted within its own ecological, ritualistic context. They could be practitioner-led art centres, craft
corridors, or official artist villages where artists teach, experiment, and share with a wider public. These
are not just repositories of heritage but performing laboratories of cultural sustainability. They allow
intergenerational transmission, economic autonomy, and creative continuity (Hirkénen, 2018).

Such spatial-cultural models already exist in India. In Odisha, for instance, Raghunathpur- a village with
historical renown for visual and performance art has turned into a successful cultural hub—not through
corporatized initiatives, but through routine community interaction and infrastructural support (Lohar,
2024). Visitors to such heritage villages are alienated from the local culture; they live it, sometimes
redefining their own concept of artistry, creativity and culture. This paper discusses how such a model
can be transferred to the socio-cultural topography of Uttarakhand, in regard to the craft of Aipan and
other crafts of Uttarakhand.

Uttarakhand's tourism has always been nature and religious circuits-based trekking trails, pilgrimage sites,
and wildlife sanctuaries are the characteristic elements of the state's narratives and income streams (Singh,
2018). Such naturalism does not account for the cultural landscape of rivers and temples the folk art, oral
culture, architecture, and ritual practice that are the sacred. Along with enhancing the tourists' experience,
these experiments can create new economies of dignity for the local artists. Art forms have always been
kept alive by women through generations mothers, daughters, grandmothers who make these designs
through generations without being noticed (Bhandari, 2024). With the changing times, Aipan stands in
a contradictory position of ritual and commodity. As part of efforts to revive the tradition, it has been
remade as decoration on utility products- notebooks, coasters, bags, murals, souvenirs, etc. While such
remaking has brought the art to new markets increased visibility and revenue it also poses concerns about
its contextual and cultural sustainability. These are not unique to Aipan but are in line with what most
traditional crafts in all of Uttarakhand are now confronting. Commodification of ritual arts, while often
a survival necessity in today's marketplace world, must be embraced in moderation. When rituals are
transcoded out of their ritual contexts and reduced to commodities, concerns rise about the rituals to be
turned into products that may start losing spiritual richness and becoming aesthetic surfaces. At the same
time, there is a pressing need to create supportive infrastructures that allow craftspeople to experiment,
innovate, and share their traditions. As younger generations migrate out for work and education,
traditional knowledge systems formed around the oral and experiential are breaking down. Short-term
measures such as workshops, skill training schemes, or government programs have failed without long-
term artist-led systems. By incorporating these attists practices into sustainable systems of tourism, this
study seeks to create spaces where their knowledge is legitimized, their work is remunerated, and their
cultural authority is established. Through discussions with Aipan artisans and relevant craft experts, this
study explores the artistic perception of the possibility and necessity of creating such spaces, integrating
them with sustainable tourism practices- producing both aesthetic and eco-educational experiences for
the tourists.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The study employs a qualitative research design, grounded discussions with Aipan practitioners and art
experts across Uttarakhand. In response to Aipan's contextuality and embodiment as practice and as art
form, the adoption of a qualitative methodology offers closer proximity to the lived experiences of its
practitioners and to the cultural conditions in which the art form is situated.

Semi-structured interview was a key component of the data collection exercise. These were conducted
with representative cross-sections of the stakeholders, such as traditional Aipan artists (n=4), local cultural
coordinators (n=2) and Aipan researchers (n=2). Semi-structured questionnaire allowed for flexibility of
response while ensuring theme maintenance on issues like cultural continuity, economic viability,
intergenerational transmission, and policy participation. The data obtained was then analysed backed by
relevant literature review from library visits and compiled to reach the conclusion.
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Some significant points emerged from the discussions with the artisans and experts. For better
understanding of the acquired data, the analysis below takes the reader through three dimensions:

. Cultural significance of traditional crafts and their sustainability concerns,

. Lack of Infrastructure, Recognition & Policy Awareness

. Sustainable tourism as a platform for cultural preservation and revitalization.
Given below is a summary of the three dimensions:

. Cultural significance and the sustainability concerns:

The folk crafts of Uttarakhand have their origins deeply rooted in the seasonal cycles and life-cycle rituals
of its people. Performed in the house, temple, or village assembly, whether in the form of processions,
mask dances, or string puppetry, these crafts are ritual in intent celebrating change like birth, marriage,
festival, and agricultural cycle. Crafts are not understood as being distinct from life; they are integral to
it. The ritualistic role began to transform with the transformation of the socio-cultural environment of
the region, migration being a major reason.

Women, the custodians of the tradition for so long, found themselves in locations where neither the
ritual space nor the traditional mud floor surfaces were available. In this dislocation, some began
innovating transferring the art from the floor to more stable and transportable surfaces like paper, cloth,
and wood. This innovation, (Singh, 2018). The revival movements and growing worldwide demand for
"local" and "authentic" design created a fertile ground for Aipan to become a part of the craft economy.
Government programs for women's empowerment and rural livelihoods also led to communities
converting their traditional skills into resources for income generation. Aipan, which was earlier an
intangible and sacred home practice, was now being showcased in exhibitions, fairs, and skill-upgrading
workshops, where

it was redefined as a folk art that could be practiced in the public and mass-produced commercially. This
change was accelerated by the digital revolution. Social media platforms Instagram and YouTube allowed
Aipan artists to reach viewers distant from their geographical positions. What was once drawn in the
privacy of courtyards was now being streamed in videos, livestreams, and tutorials. The motifs, once
guardedly kept within communities, were being converted increasingly into decorative products—
bookmarks, tote bags, clothing, home decor—online and offline. Young designers and city entrepreneurs
began to integrate these motifs into their collections and brands, fusing traditional forms with novel
materials and styles. But there is a change that is discernible. The force of urban aesthetics, commercial
art markets, and the urban migration of youth has led to the hybridization of conventional designs. The
crafts are being reinterpreted for new materials, commercial products, and contemporary spaces. While
this is a change indicative of dynamism rather than deterioration, it also raises apprehensions regarding
the loss of meaning and the loss of original context. What was once sacred or symbolic is now regarded
simply as ornament or commodity.

The need to preserve such traditional arts as those inculcated in Uttarakhand's ritual and aesthetic culture
is more than one of nostalgia or aesthetic sensibility it is a cultural, social, and ecological necessity. These
crafts are more than mere shallow decorative arts; they are keepers of inherited systems of knowledge,
systems of seeing the world, and systems of relating to both human and non-human worlds. When people

173



International Journal of Environmental Sciences
ISSN: 2229-7359

Vol. 10 No. 6s, 2024
https://theaspd.com/index.php

craft art from their own cycle of seasons, rituals, and daily life, they are encoding into the art a worldview
a system of beliefs and values that have been sustained generation upon generation. In the instance of
ritual art forms such as Aipan, the preservation imperative is all the more urgent. These are not patterns
drawn for aesthetics; they are performances of cultural engagement. Every stroke, every spot, every motif
is a gentle utterance of faith a manner of calling upon blessings, warding off thresholds, or yielding to
cosmic cycles. Aipan is drawn as a performance of remembrance and belonging, one that brings families
together at life- cycle rituals and inscribes communal continuity. When these practices are lost, it is not
an art form alone that is lost it is a language of belonging, a sensory engagement with heritage, and an
ecosystem of community roles and responsibilities. It is also directly connected with broader societal
changes: urbanization, globalization, environmental change, and cultural standardization. When
mountain villages are emptied out by migration, and mud houses are taken over by cement, the surfaces
and contexts of these arts are disappearing.

As education systems concentrate on values and information of the mainstream, children are raised who
are ignorant of the visual idioms of their own culture. In this way, the survival of these arts is also a
statement of pluralism in the face of forces of homogenization of modern life. Additionally, such crafts
as Aipan are models of ecological wisdom. In an era of environmental catastrophes that fill the public
agenda, such art forms provide models of balance between culture and ecology. To save them is to save
indigenous ways of living lightly on the earth, respecting local resources, and upholding an ethic of care.
Most importantly, sustaining such customs alsomeans preserving the imagination and work of women,
who have been the principal custodians of this knowledge. Through festivals, workshops, artist
residencies, school curricula, and sustainable models of tourism, these crafts can be woven into a living,
breathing cultural future. To let these traditions lapse into memory would be to let a cultural ecosystem
collapse a system where art, ethics, nature, and community initially a measure of preservation, soon began
to provide opportunities for commercialization

are inextricably entwined. Conservation, then, is a necessity. It is an act of resilience, of memory, and

of grounding progress in the depth of our inherited wisdom.

Lack of Infrastructure, Recognition & Policy Awareness

One of the most pressing issues facing Uttarakhand's indigenous crafts is the lack of infrastructural
support.

Unlike larger, more renowned craft agglomerations in other parts of the country, the majority of
Uttarakhand's artisan clusters are isolated from each other, lacking exposure to public platforms, specialist
workshops, or institutional support networks. There are no community workshops, resident artist spaces,
or museums dedicated to indigenous or ritual crafts. Local practitioners and stakeholders in interviews
voiced a definite frustration that their abilities were not being recognized in the longer term. Government
initiatives, where they occur, benefit economically scalable, product-based crafts such as metalwork,
weaving, or woodwork. Transitional, ritual-based, and domestic arts primarily done by women are
typically relegated to the periphery of artisanal welfare initiatives. Thus, these crafts remain informal,
underfunded, and undervalued.

The gendered nature of this exclusion is particularly heightened. Women in most villages are the chief
holders of traditional craft skills but receive nothing, are not acknowledged, and are officially shut out of
craft economies. They are hardly ever registered as artisans, receive no access to skill-development training,
and are hardly ever consulted to contribute to policy making on the cultural practice that is their
livelihood. This structural invisibility underpins economic insecurity as well as de-legitimates craft as an
honourable profession.

But only through overcoming a principal barrier especially the prevailing policy vacuum- can the potential
of such an experiment be realized. Current cultural policies in Uttarakhand, while supporting certain
crafts, in fact go around ritual art practice like Aipan and other art practices. Current policies support
service- oriented or production-oriented crafts metalwork, carpentry, weaving over transitory, gendered,
and home- based forms of artistic practice. Very few practitioners and artists are therefore officially
registered as artisans in government programs and thereby are not considered for training grants, artist
pensions, or exhibition space. Such structural exclusion is an extension of a broader policy failure to
recognize intangible cultural practice.

For example, activities like the ritual floor and wall paintings, ceremonial installations, festive decorative
traditions, and performative folk arts like Jagars or Pandav Nritya are barely acknowledged in the domains
of "official" craftwork by state agencies. Such omission is not a matter of semantics—it has very material
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consequences. Practitioners and artists engaged in such activities are typically not listed in government
artisan registers, like those maintained by the Office of the Development Commissioner (Handicrafts),
Ministry of Textiles, or state-level agencies like the Uttarakhand Handloom & Handicrafts Development
Council (UHHDC). As a result, they are typically not qualified to be issued artisan identity cards, which
is a requirement for access to priority benefits like training schemes, pension schemes, health insurance
cover, and representation in national or international shows. The state and national policy landscape
remains to privilege intangible over material heritage, and production-oriented, masculine-coded crafts
over home- based, fleeting, or ritualized ones typical of feminine or women's work. UNESCO's 2003
Convention on the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, adopted into Indian law in 2005,
insists that conservation involve not just documentation and education but legal and institutional
safeguarding of living heritage. However, without this international convergence, the vast majority of
intangible cultural expressions in Uttarakhand remain unsupported by long-term institutional structures
(UNESCOQO, 2003). This blind spot is supported by the local and short-term character of most customary
practices. Festival ritual arts, for instance, that have evolved in festivals like Harela, Ghee Sankranti, or
Nandashtami are ephemeral. Their materials cow dung, rice paste, flowers, natural dyes—are organic and
biodegradable, hence difficult to grasp physically but rich in symbolic and ecological meaning. But as
policies tend to equate craft with durability, commodifiability, or market-readiness, such ephemeral arts
are ignored as non- essential or non-professional. Second, there is no collection or mapping of these
practices at the district or panchayat level. Since there are no cultural inventories or ethnographic
registries, most such art forms do not find their way into government statistics. Independent researchers
and NGOs working in the sector are sparse and do not have the economic or policy influence to bring
these issues into mainstream development planning. A study of Uttarakhand's intangible heritage by
INTACH (2016) noted that the state's ritual art and oral traditions are "unrecognized in state-level cultural
programs, and are at risk of vanishing due to lack of transmission, documentation, and official attention."
The net effect of all such systemic neglect is intergenerational discontinuity. Unless young people are able
to identify value economic, cultural, or institutional placed on traditional knowledge, they will fail to
transmit it. Moreover, the absence of infrastructure culturally attuned, such as local museums, artist-in-
residence facilities, further promotes the marginalization of these genres.

To remedy this, there is an urgent need to reform policy regimes in Uttarakhand to recognize intangible
cultural practice as a valid category of cultural and artistic labour. This requires expanding the definition
of "artisan" to encompass experts in domestic, ritual, and symbolic arts; incorporating these practices into
policies for tourism, education, and urban planning; and enabling their documentation through
collaboration between communities, scholars, and state agencies. Policies need to be gender-sensitive and
community-focused, sensitive to the social conditions under which these crafts are produced and
reproduced. The exclusion is not a cultural disregard it is a policy-level disenfranchisement that excludes
hundreds of practitioners who are unseen in development parlance. Visibility, support, and respect are
not indulgences for these artists; they are preconditions for the survival of a living heritage which in
Uttarakhand's cultural heritage.

But policy alone will not be sufficient to guarantee the revitalization of Uttarakhand's intangible cultural
heritage. It needs a living system that actively brings heritage into economic, educational, and spatial
planning. Eco-tourism and cultural tourism are promising models in this respect. Unlike mass commercial
tourism that erases cultural specificity, eco-tourism emphasizes sustainability, local participation, and
learning through experience. It creates a space in which traditional knowledge systems are not simply
performed for show but conveyed in context, with meaning and dignity. When tourists become part of
communities as learners instead of consumers witnessing seasonal craft production, helping with ritual
preparation, or hearing folk tales recounted by women elders they are part of a model of tourism that
preserves heritage as well as generating income and visibility for practitioners. Furthermore, by associating
cultural expression with natural cycles and with local landscapes, eco-tourism is naturally attuned to the
ecological and philosophical world-view of much Uttarakhand’s tradition. The balance of ecological and
cultural stewardship is the path of the future: a path of preserving both the material environment and the
cultural soul of the Himalayas. With the policy change supportive of tourism infrastructure and with
community involvement a present-day neglect can be turned into collective preservation and cultural
resilience. The conservation of crafts and ritual arts in Uttarakhand is not merely a cultural issue; it is an
issue of identity, sustainability, and social justice in a fast-modernizing world.
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. Sustainable Tourism: A Pathway to Revival

The participants affirmed that tourism presents a tremendous opportunity: increased interest in cultural
experience on the part of tourists and the willingness of the local inhabitants to engage in such
experiences. Uttarakhand's tourism has always been nature-oriented its mountains, rivers, and pilgrimage
routes but this has typically been at the cost of the state's rich intangible culture. There is a growing
international and domestic appreciation that cultural sustainability must be integrated with sustainable
tourism. Tourists increasingly desire genuine experience with indigenous culture not as a stage-managed
display, but as integral to an interactive process to mutual understanding and respect. Crafts, with their
richness in storytelling and learn-by-doing appeal, are particularly well-suited to this type of interaction.
To start making in this direction, however, one must first recognize that Uttarakhand's traditional
artforms cannot be separated from the cultural topographies out of which they arise. Whether the
highlands of Bageshwar or the terracing settlements of Almora, craft is not an isolated practice instead, it
is embedded within festivities, life-cycle rituals, seasonal cycles, and ecological norms. These artforms
necessarily centre around women, who has been the primary custodians of artistic knowledge, most
especially in the domestic and ritual domains. But it is exactly this domesticity and gendered connotation
that has, in the past, prevented such practices from entering formal acknowledgement as "professional"
or "economic" labour within state policy discourses. The current policies of Uttarakhand for crafts, though
generally supportive of heritage conservation, are biased toward material craft or occupational identities
metal crafts, wood carvings, or wool weaving traditionally practiced by men in entrepreneurial contexts.
The more intangible, performative, and symbolic practices, especially the ones practiced by women in
domestic or community contexts, are overlooked. This has resulted in an extreme visibility deficit. Artists
remain unregistered, unaccounted for, or uncompensated. The state machinery, devoid of advanced
categorizations, overlook the plurality and richness of traditional craft.

Moreover, folk crafts also have untapped educational potential. They are not just capable of teaching art
and design but also local ecology, mathematics, storytelling, and social history. Developing their potential
in school curricula, tourism education, and design education would make them more valuable and make
them an inspiration for generations to come.

Reframing Preservation: From Heritage to Ecosystem

In conservation of cultural heritage, particularly in Uttarakhand, the prevailing strategy has been to focus
more on documentation and display at the expense of creating stable practice environments.

The initial step in developing this ecosystem is to locate strategic cultural nodes places in Uttarakhand
where traditional arts continue to hold ritual significance and are integrated into seasonal and community
cycles of life. For example, districts such as Almora, Bageshwar, Pithoragarh, and Chamoli are high on
potential since they have annual festivals, pilgrimage trails, and ritual topography linked with them. These
places are not just repositories of material knowledge but vibrant cultural environments where seasonal
ceremonies, gendered knowledge systems, and ecological care intersect. These places, if they are
acknowledged and fostered by policy and planning, can be "cultural laboratories" places where tradition
is practiced routinely, shared, and improvised. Furthermore, the intersection of cultural information and
tourism information enables the cartography of high-value nodes where craft, ecology, and public interest
can intersect.

Preservation in this model involves the creation of context-specific infrastructure, which not only
facilitates the production of crafts but facilitates pedagogical transmission, ecological interpretation, and
tourist immersion. Rather than limiting interventions to government-run exhibitions or seasonal fairs,
the focus must shift toward the development of in-situ cultural ecosystems that are co-created with
community knowledge-holders. As opposed to conventional craft promotion measures converting art into
commodities, this method demands experience-based tourism where tourists can engage directly with
craft practitioners and practices. Clearly designed participatory modules such as festival-based residencies,
live performances, natural pigment workshops, or seed-to-symbol storytelling workshops can facilitate
better understanding of the socio-environmental context generating such traditions. This goes in harmony
with the latest research findings affirming the effectiveness of cultural tourism in creating experiential,
empathetic tourist experiences (UNESCO, 2023).

Eco-tourism, if inclusively and ethically developed, offers one of the more sustainable foundations on
which to construct this ecosystemic system of craft preservation. In contrast to mass tourism's propensity
to reduce cultural complexity, eco-tourism is place-centered, participatory, and ecologically aware, aligning
closely with the essence of many traditional Himalayan craft practices. By incorporating cultural practice
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into eco- tourism packages, tourists are not merely given entry to landscapes but to the ritual and
ecological stories that inhabit them. Ritual arts production during harvest festivals, seasonal symbol
workshops by communities, and site tours tracing the coming together of biodiversity and motif-making
all serve to reconstitute cultural value through experience. For the concerned communities, that translates
into alternatives in dignity-based, visible economies of knowledge exchange.

Eco-tourism is thus not merely an economic policy of development but an epistemological paradigm—a
story and mode of diffusion of indigenous knowledge through contemporary means of mobility,
experience, and exchange. But with strong community control, ethically defined policy instruments, and
ongoing infrastructural facilitation, eco-tourism can be remade from a passive consumer base to a
participatory preservation regime.

CONCLUSION

This study argues that sustainable tourism preserves the practice, if based on local participation and ethical
practice, can prove to be a viable method to revitalize such delicate traditions. The collected perceptions
of the stakeholders showcase the importance of establishing culture hubs at strategic locations, integrating
them with tourism experiences, with a call for state intervention. Such initiatives hold promise of yielding
better economic returns, while sustaining the local cultural spirit and disseminating ancient folk
knowledge. With government intervention, this may need to the betterment of livelihood, cultural
upliftment while fostering education of sustainability, integrated to the tourism practice. More research
may be directed towards the specific innovations in the cultural centres that may foster a more immersive
tourism experience while strengthening and sustaining local cultural identity.
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