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Growing Ice:

A Folktale of Resilience
and Subversion

Karine Gagné

What can a folk story about growing ice teach us regarding the vitality of this substance,
as well as resilience and subversion in the context of climate change? In this article,
| build on a folktale about the Chadar, the name given to the Zanskar River when it
freezes in winter, to explore the experience of climate change in the Himalayas today.
The Chadar has long been a critical infrastructure, serving as the only winter route in
and out of Zanskar, a sub-region of the Ladakh Union Territory in India, when regular
roads become impassable! Traditionally supporting the butter trade that Zanskarpas
conducted with Leh, today the Chadar is mostly linked to adventure tourism.

Since 2019, | have been collaborating on a visual project with men who work as porters,
cooks and guides, collecting visual materials, interviews and stories about the frozen
river. Drawing on a folktale concerning a cook and a king trapped on the Chadar,
| explore how local residents of the Himalayas confront the challenges of climate change.
| argue that their resilience rests on an understanding of ice as vital matter and that their
actions subvert dominant forms of climate expertise.
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The Folktale

There are many stories about the Chadar and the dangers travellers here have faced.
There are also folktales of people trapped by shifting ice or avalanches. Some have
known origins, while others are ancient, woven into local lore. One such recounts the
story of a Zanskar king named Skyalzos.

The story goes that while returning from Leh, King Skyalzos and his party—a cook and
two helpers—faced a grave challenge midway through their journey. One morning, after
spending the night in a cave, they awoke to find the river ice completely melted, leaving
only bright blue flowing water. Trapped within the steep Zanskar gorge, their sole hope
was for the temperature to drop long enough for the river to freeze again.
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But the area was surrounded by springs, so there was a lot of warm water preventing
the river from freezing. They had no choice but to wait. One day passed, then two days,
then three. As time went on, they ran out of food. The cook started using what little
remained—sheep and goat skins from their garments—just to keep everyone alive.
It was not the tastiest meal, but it kept them going.

More days passed. Eventually, they had nothing left but water from the river. Hunger
grew, and their situation seemed increasingly hopeless.

© Tashi Namgial
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One day, while the cook was out fetching water, the king and the porters made a plan.
If the ice was still not frozen the next day, they would kill the cook, just to survive.
Luckily, the cook overheard them. That night, he went down to the river, prayed,
and then cut a tree branch and placed it in the water. As lumps of ice floated by, they
started to collect around the branch. Before he returned to the cave, he prayed again,
hoping for the water to freeze so he could escape alive and see his family again.

And it happened! The next morning, the river around the branch was frozen. Miraculously,
the cook survived, and the king's lineage was spared the shame of cannibalism.
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Vitality of Ice

This story reveals that ice, through its materiality, is alive, capable of growth and
transformation like any living being. The cook'’s survival depended on attending
to this liveliness, here activated through human interaction. This is not merely symbolic:
on the Chadar, travellers still ‘grow’ ice by placing branches in the water, allowing it
to accumulate and solidify to enable passage.

Recent scholarly attention has been drawn to the vitality of ice as matter. Traditional
ideas of ice as inert are challenged by recognition of the permutations of this vitality:
supporting organic life within itself (Yip 2024), existing concurrently as both solid and
liquid (Simonetti 2021) and transforming into rock (Rider 2024). The vital materialism of
ice is also tangible in its ontological agency, which influences both human and nonhuman
bodies (Gagné 2024) and can determine human actions (Kangasluoma 2025). Overall,
embracing ice's vitality requires conceding human-centric views to appreciate how ice
shapes human worlds and actions (Gagné and Drew 2024).

On the Chadar, such vitality makes ice a seasonal infrastructure that shifts with
weather and climate, sometimes requiring care to maintain passage. Geographers
and anthropologists have shown how nature itself can function as infrastructure—for
example, Carse (2012) describes the Panama Canal's dependence on its surrounding
watershed (see also Morita 2017; Ballestero 2019). These studies highlight the
interdependence of humans and nonhumans that sustain infrastructure, including the
affective relations through which they become “co-emergent parts of each other's
infrastructure” (Morita 2017: 753). Reflecting on the co-emergence of people and ice—
that is, how ice influences human action and how humans, in turn, may participate in
its vitality—sheds light on the lessons of the Chadar folktale for understanding how
residents of this region of the Himalayas navigate climate change.

Resilience

When discussing the Chadar folktale with Zanskarpas, two key morals emerged.
The first concerns resilience: if, like the cook, one has faith and courage, one can
overcome even the toughest challenges. This raises a crucial question: could resilience
to climate change be linked to how ice is seen?

In climate change research, ice is largely understood through an ontology of decay—
treated as a vanishing body whose speed of melting, extent and impacts dominate both
scientific and popular narratives. This focus is evident in phenomena such as glacier
tourism and glacier funerals, which frame melting ice as a collective loss (Salim et al.
2026). Yet, as Dodds and Sérlin (2022: 5) note, such narratives obscure the diverse
relationships that communities in ice-dominated regions maintain with ice, and also
strip them of their agency. In many parts of the world, ice remains central to life, and
its fluctuation is something communities continue to adapt to (Gearheard et al. 2017,
Krause 2022).
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In the folktale, as it melts, ice embodies both destruction and possibility: it drives people
to hunger and cannibalism, yet also holds the promise of survival through creative
intervention. Similarly, in my long-term work in Ladakh and Zanskar, | have never
encountered expressions of despair about melting ice. While some interpret glacial
retreat as signalling a changing moral order (Gagné 2019), it does not elicit fatalism.
Instead, the vitality of ice is expressed through practice: Ladakhis have long harvested
and cultivated ice (Gladfelter 2018) and, in recent decades, have developed artificial
glaciers and other local infrastructures to address climate-induced water shortages
(Mingle 2015; Clouse 2021; Celermajer 2024: 1022).

Subversion

This resonates with a second moral that Zanskarpas associate with the folktale:
subversion through the quiet challenging of social order. Historically, Ladakh has been
a stratified society in which royal families held political and economic power and defined
what counted as legitimate knowledge. The folktale reverses this hierarchy. The king
appears useless, even dangerous, while the humble cook, valued mainly for practical
labor, possesses life-saving knowledge.

In the context of climate change, subversion similarly takes the form of practices
that invert hierarchies of knowledge and authority. Analytically, this resonates with
theorization of refusal as a mode of action that does not directly confront power but
sidesteps it, rendering its terms irrelevant (Simpson 2014; McGranahan 2016). Through
this lens, the cook’s action is not merely an inversion of hierarchy but a refusal of the
king's authority as the sole source of legitimate knowledge. Survival emerges not from
persuading power but from acting in parallel with it.

Echoes of this inversion appear in contemporary Himalayan climate adaptation. Scholars
have critiqued top-down, technocratic approaches and the privileging of climate
science over local knowledge (Chakraborty, Rampini and Sherpa 2023; Orlove et al.
2023; Sherpa and Puschiasis 2023). Zanskarpas' responses reflect such critiques.
In Kumik, villagers built a long irrigation canal after repeated appeals to the state
went unanswered. Elsewhere, communities have constructed artificial glaciers with
NGO support to address early-spring water scarcity, while in Pishu prolonged delays
in a state-led canal project pushed farmers toward alternative technologies and, in 2018,
to refuse state help altogether (Gagné and Chostak 2024). These practices do more
than compensate for weak intervention; they withhold the state's authority to define
the terms of adaptation. Subversion here is material, enacted through practices that
operate outside official frameworks.

Subversion thus exceeds resistance or critique. It lies in how Himalayan residents
creatively bend the forces shaping their lives, developing locally driven responses that,
like the cook’s act, often prove most consequential. In working with the vitality of ice,
they enact regeneration and an understated form of resistance (Lyons 2016), offering
a counternarrative to dominant tropes of loss and expert-led rescue in dystopian
climate futures.
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Discussion Questions

1. The folktale portrays ice as both danger and possibility. How does this
differ from dominant climate narratives that frame ice only as loss?
What effects do these different perspectives have on how people
respond to climate change?

2. The cook’s knowledge saves everyone, while the king is ineffective.
What does this reversal suggest about where important knowledge
comes from? How does this relate to climate expertise today?

3. The article argues that Himalayan climate practices are forms
of subversion, not open resistance. What is the difference between
resisting power and acting outside its terms? Which do you think is more
effective in environmental struggles? Why?

4. 'Growing ice' requires care, attention and labour. How does this change
our understanding of infrastructure? Can you think of other examples
where nature and humans together form infrastructure?

5. The story emphasizes collaboration with nonhuman forces, rather than
control. What might change in environmental policy if we treated ice,
rivers or forests as lively partners rather than passive resources?

Activity for Students

Here is a series of concepts found in the text: vitality, resilience, subversion,
refusal, infrastructure, co-emergence and agency. For each concept, students
must provide:

- A plain language definition (no academic jargon)
- An example from the article
- An example from their own world.

Example: Term: Resilience
- Plain definition: finding ways to continue despite difficulty
- Example from article: Cook surviving by growing ice

- Example from your life: Going for walks outside with my dog during
the COVID-19 lockdown.
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