
Living with Disasters

This book is a critical account of the disconnected nature of governance, 
conservation and livelihood initiatives in the Indian Sundarbans, an active 
delta that spreads over 25,500 sq. km across India and Bangladesh and lies 
in the Bay of Bengal. It draws a holistic picture of the disaster-prone delta 
in eastern India, which is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and also one of 
the largest tracts of mangrove forests in the world. The author juxtaposes the 
vulnerable lives and frequently displaced existence of the islanders against the 
dominant strategies of conservation and development followed by the state.

The book contends that the dominant portrayal of the region as a natural 
wilderness is not a natural fact but a constructed image. It traces the 
ecological transformation of the Sundarbans to the early colonial history of 
reclamation when people settled in that region and huge mud embankments 
were subsequently built to turn forested wetlands into paddy fields. Much 
later, with the promulgation of the colonial Forest Act, the imperative of 
reclamation lost sheen and that of conservation gained ascendancy. Against 
this specific history of the region, the book provides an account of state 
interventions around embankment, disaster and displacement in recent times. 
It explores the islanders’ encounter with frequent embankment erosion and 
disaster over a period of four decades, from mid-1970s to the cyclone Aila in 
2009 and its aftermath. 

Amites Mukhopadhyay teaches at the Department of Sociology, Jadavpur 
University, Kolkata. He specializes in environment, development and liveli-
hood issues in India, coastal wetlands in particular and has published in 
academic journals and edited volumes. His research interests include landscape, 
ecology and governance, identity politics and institutional histories of science 
and knowledge making in South Asia. 
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Glossary

aal Earthen mounds that separate agricultural lands from 
one another.

adivasi Literally means original inhabitant. The word is used to 
refer to tribes more specifically Scheduled Tribes.

alaghar Huts built next to a prawn fishery. The huts are meant for 
the staff employed by the fishery owner to keep a watch 
over the fishery at night. They are also meant for storing 
fishing repertoire.

auto Motor driven three wheeler meant for ferrying people.
bagda Tiger prawn.
banchbar upay Ways and means to survive.
bastu Homestead.
bauley Tiger charmer and woodcutter.
beldar Irrigation Department ’s staff charged with the 

maintenance of embankments. Beldars are recruited 
mostly from the adivasi population of the Sundarbans.

bhatbhati Mechanised boats that connect islands, carrying people 
and goods.

bheri Fishery where seeds are grown.
Bidhobapara Locality where widows live.
bidi Tobacco rolled in dry leaves for smoking. Bidi is cheaper 

compared to cigarettes and hence preferred by the poor. 
In Bengal, use of Bidi has a cultural connotation, for it is 
associated with the way of life of the so-called subaltern.
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 GLOSSARy xi

bigha Local unit of measurement, roughly equal to a third of 
an acre.

bilan Marshy land where paddy is grown.
Bonbibi Goddess of forests protecting those who enter the forests 

in the Sundarbans.
Bonbibi-r The text read out in honour of Bonbibi during Bonbibi 
Johuranama puja. The text looks more like prose but reads like verse. 

The pages of the book open to the right as in Arabic and 
read from back to front.

bund Embankments separating land from water, marking the 
boundary of the fishery and also marking the boundary 
of one’s land.

Catla mach Indian carp.
char Sandbars or land formed as a result of silt deposit at the 

bed of the river.
chouko Square holes dug on land bordering rivers for adding earth 

to embankments.
dafadar Labour supervisor hired by the irrigation department.
Dakshin Roy Refers to a greedy man-eating half Brahmin sage and half 

tiger-demon. According to villagers, Bonbibi was sent by 
god to protect the foresters against Dakshin Roy. 

dalal Broker or middleman benefitting from deals between 
parties.

diara Land formed as a result of silt deposit in the Kosi River 
in the Gangetic delta where settlement started during 
colonial rule.

down er lok Literally meaning people from lower echelons of society. 
Here it is meant to refer to people who live in the southern 
most islands lying closer to the forests away from places 
closer to the city.

ghog Hidden holes in embankments.
jami Land where paddy grows.
jele Fisher.
jongol kore Literally meaning doing jungle. In the Sundarbans it refers 

to people who go to forests for honey, fish and crab or wood.
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jotedar Refers to big landholder against whom the Naxalites 
revolted in their land grabbing movements.

kamot Sharks.
khalashi An employee belonging to the lowest rung of bureaucracy 

meant largely for running errands.
kharif Crop grown during monsoon.
khoti Little shacks built adjacent to a fishery or on embankments 

along the river banks where prawn seed transactions take 
place during the day.

Ma Bonbibi Literally meaning mother Bonbibi. Goddess is often 
addressed as mother, the protector against evil force.

mantra Hymns chanted in honour of the Gods/Goddesses.
mouley Honey collector who visits the forests.
pabitra mone Literally meaning ‘in pure heart and soul’.
paikar Traders who buy tiger prawns from fishery owners and 

sell them to Kolkata-based business people.
panchayat Three-tier rural self-government instituted by the left 

government in West Bengal, functioning at village, block 
and district levels.

pankaj A particular type of paddy which is a little salt resistant.
patan Fish trap used in a fishery.
rabi Crop grown in winter.
raiyat/rayat Peasants.
saheb Earlier the term was used to refer to white colonial masters. 

Now it is used to address one’s superior. It is used to refer 
to white collar government officials, particularly the ones 
occupying higher positions in bureaucracy.

sajuni One who readies boat during forest expedition.
sangathan Literally meaning organization.
Sardar Tribals or adivasis are referred to as Sardars. Sardar is 

also used as a suffix to their first name.
Sardarpara Refers to the locality where Sardars live.

xii GLOSSARy
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 GLOSSARy xiii

sarkari baboos A colonial archetype referring to clerks in offices. Used 
mostly in a pejorative way to refer to people who are not 
educated gentle baboos but have become one.

up er lok Literally meaning people from upper echelons of society. 
In the eyes of the Sundarbans islanders the term refers to 
people living closer to the city.
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Acronyms

ADB Asian Development Bank
BSF Border Security Force
CPI Communist Party of India
CPI-M Communist Party of India-Marxist
DPD Development and Planning  

Department
EIC East India Company
FB Forward Bloc
IDPs Internally Displaced Peoples
IFAD International Fund for Agricultural  

Development
IWW Irrigation and Waterways
MLA Member of Legislative Assembly
NABARD National Agricultural Bank for Rural  

Development
NGO Non-government Organization
PHE Public Health and Engineering
PWD Public Works Department
RIDF Rural Infrastructure Development Fund
RRI River Research Institute
RSP Revolutionary Socialist Party
SAD Sundarban Affairs Department
SC Scheduled Caste
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 ACRONyMS xv

SDB Sundarban Development Board
SDO Sub-Divisional Officer
SO Section Officer
ST Scheduled Tribe
SUCI Socialist Unity Centre of India
TMC Trinamul Congress
UK United Kingdom
UNDP United Nations Development Programme
USA United States of America
WBSPB West Bengal State Planning Board
WWF World Wildlife Fund

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-10728-1 - Living with Disasters: Communities and Development in the
Indian Sundarbans
Amites Mukhopadhyay
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107107281
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgements

In writing an acknowledgement, one wonders if one would be able to do 
justice to all those involved in making the book possible. It is indeed difficult 
to name all those who contributed to the publication of the book, which is 
based on my thesis completed at the University of London and subsequent 
research in the Sundarbans. I owe my deepest sense of gratitude to the people 
of the Sundarbans who have shown great resilience, courage and endurance 
even in times of crisis. I am particularly struck by the generosity and warmth 
with which they welcomed me into their lives. They reposed confidence in 
me and volunteered information despite being unsure if my research could 
change their life for the better. I am grateful to all those who went out of 
their way to help me, often at no little risk to themselves. I fondly remember 
the time I spent with Chandan Mondal, Sukumar Mondal, Tapan Mondal, 
Bhagirath Patra, Shankar Mondal, Mukunda Gayen, Bharat Mondal and 
Niranjan Bera. I am immensely indebted to my friends Jafar Iqbal and Kalidas 
Naskar from Basanti who did everything to make my research possible. I am 
grateful to Shahjahan Siraj and Prabhudan Haldar who ungrudgingly allowed 
me an access to reports published in the local newspapers like Badweep Barta, 
Aranyadoot and Aajker Basundhara. Prabhudan Haldar, a retired schoolteacher, 
has been an archivist in every sense of the term.

I am thankful to the members of the Tagore Society for Rural Development, 
an NGO based in Gosaba, which has been working among the people in the 
Sundarbans since the early 1970s. I came into contact with many workers of 
the Society, but the person who deserves special mention is Ganesh Misra 
who always took good care of me and made me feel secure even when I was 
away from home. People like Kanai Sarkar, Sudam Mondal, Radhakrishna 
Mondal, Sujit Barman, Thakurpada Mondal and Kanai Mondal provided help 
and guidance during the course of my research. My research would have been 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-10728-1 - Living with Disasters: Communities and Development in the
Indian Sundarbans
Amites Mukhopadhyay
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107107281
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


 ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS xvii

impossible without the active help and encouragement of Tushar Kanjilal, 
the retired Headmaster of a school in Gosaba and the founder of the Tagore 
Society. Under his guidance, the Society launched a number of social welfare 
programmes on these islands where infrastructure was virtually non-existent. 
I am indebted to Tushar Kanjilal for not only having suffered long interview 
sessions but also facilitating my research by providing valuable contacts in the 
West Bengal government departments. I had the good fortune of making the 
acquaintance of Sasadhar Giri, another schoolteacher whose experience and 
long association with the Sundarbans enriched my fieldwork.

I had the rare fortune of coming into contact with Amitava Choudhury, 
a doctor who is passionate about his profession. I had the opportunity to 
accompany him during his visits to different islands of Basanti and Gosaba 
to treat people of the Sundarbans. It was through him and his profession that 
I also came to know the Sundarbans. Amitava always put me in touch with 
people and helped me with much needed information and literature about the 
region. I owe him an immense debt of gratitude. My sincere thanks are due to 
my friends Isita Ray, Biswajit Mitra, Sayantan Bera and Dipankar Banerjee for 
their support at various stages of research.

I am grateful to three anonymous reviewers for their detailed comments 
and critical observations on the manuscripts of the book. Their suggestions 
and criticisms helped me look at my manuscript more meaningfully and 
revise it. This research project could not have been undertaken without the 
Commonwealth funding awarded and administered jointly by the Association 
of Commonwealth Universities and British Council in the United Kingdom 
and the Ministry of Human Resource Development, Government of India. 
I am thankful to these institutions for funding my research. I am also thankful 
to the Royal Anthropological Institute (RAI/Sutasoma Award), Mountbatten 
Trust, Gilchrist Educational Trust, Professional Classes Aid Council, the 
Leche Trust and Goldsmiths College for financial support when my formal 
funding was over. My subsequent research (post-PhD) in the Sundarbans was 
funded by Mahanirban Calcutta Research Group (www.mcrg.ac.in). I remain 
indebted to MCRG for funding my research on the pre- and post-Aila 
Sundarbans.

I am indebted to Professor Pat Caplan, my supervisor, for her insights and 
encouragement throughout the period of research. I am thankful to her for 
supervising my thesis with care. I have also benefitted from her subsequent 
comments on some of the chapters of the book. A special thanks is due to 
those who helped me with their academic advice at various stages of the 
research in the United Kingdom. Comments from Dr Michael Twaddle and 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-10728-1 - Living with Disasters: Communities and Development in the
Indian Sundarbans
Amites Mukhopadhyay
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107107281
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xviii ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Dr  Amanda  Sives at the Institute of Commonwealth Studies helped me 
prepare for the early stages of my research. I am grateful to Dr John Hutnyk, 
Dr Eeva Berglund and Professor Brian Morris for their comments as research 
advisors at Goldsmiths College. Dr Sophie Day and Dr Cris Shore’s valuable 
insights at the writing-up seminars in the department helped me look 
at my  thesis more critically. Equally valuable were the comments of those 
who attended my presentation at the Anthropology seminar at Goldsmiths 
and South Asia Seminar series in the London School of Economics. 
Dr Akhil Gupta helped me with his suggestions during his participation in 
a workshop at Goldsmiths. I owe a special thanks to Dr Nici Nelson and 
Professor Lionel Caplan for their comments on the final draft of the thesis. 
I had also benefitted from the discussion I had with Dr Sarah Franklin at the 
Anthropology and Science Conference at Manchester University in 2003.

In Kolkata, I benefited immensely from the discussions I had with 
Dr  Anjan  Ghosh, Dr Surajit Mukhopadhayay, Dr Dipankar Sinha, 
Professor Krityapriyo Ghosh, Professor Abhijit Mitra and Professor Prasanta 
Ray. My book chapters were also presented for discussion at the workshops 
and conferences organized by institutions such as Calcutta Research Group, 
Indian Sociological Society, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New 
Delhi. It is perhaps needless to say that the comments and criticisms that I 
received at these fora only contributed to improving my work. A substantial 
portion of Chapter 5, ‘Beldars, Embankment and Governance: Question of 
Aboriginality Revisited’ was published in Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library’s occasional paper series under a different title, ‘Haunting Tiger, 
Hugging Ancestors: Constructions of Adivasi Personhood in the Sundarbans’ 
(New Series 4 Perspectives in Indian Development, 2013). Chapter 3, ‘Governing 
the Sundarbans Embankments Today: Between Policies and Practices’ partly 
appeared under the title, ‘On the Wrong Side of the Fence: Embankment, 
People and Social Justice in the Sundarbans’ (in an edited volume on State of 
Justice in India Vol I by Sage, New Delhi and Mahanirban Calcutta Research 
Group, 2009) and partly under the title, ‘Cyclone Aila and the Sundarbans: 
An Enquiry into the Disaster and Politics of Aid and Relief ’ [published in 
Policies and Practices series No.26 by Mahanirban Calcutta Research Group 
(www.mcrg.ac.in)]. I am indebted to the Director and Deputy Director of 
Nehru Memorial Museum and Library and the Series Editor of the volume 
on Social Justice and Director of Mahanirban Calcutta Research Group for 
their kind permission to include sections of the above articles here in the book.

Useful archives that were frequented in Kolkata were the State Planning 
Board, West Bengal Legislative Assembly and Secretariat Libraries. I am 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-10728-1 - Living with Disasters: Communities and Development in the
Indian Sundarbans
Amites Mukhopadhyay
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107107281
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


 ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS xix

thankful to the officials of these public records offices for their cooperation. 
I am particularly indebted to Tarun Paine, the Librarian of the West Bengal 
District Gazetteer, and Aswin Pahari the Librarian of the West Bengal 
Legislative Assembly for their help with literature and information when  
I needed them badly. My thanks goes to the officials of the Sundarban Affairs 
and Irrigation and Waterways Departments for sparing time for interviews. 
The library staff at the Development Research Communication and Services 
Centre, Kolkata were extremely helpful in providing relevant newspaper 
clippings and useful information. I am also thankful to the officials at the 
local public records offices in the Sundarbans (such as Block Land and Land 
Reforms Office, Block Office and Irrigation Office).

I remain thankful to my friend and fellow anthropologist Annu Jalais for 
reflecting on the key issues emerging from my research and helping me with 
concrete suggestions at various points of time. Her presence in the Sundarbans 
around the same time I carried out fieldwork made conducting research a 
pleasurable experience. Annu Jalais’ book Forest of Tigers published in 2010 
made me look at my manuscript much more critically. While writing the book, 
I fondly remembered my student days at Jawaharlal Nehru University in Delhi, 
where I had the privilege of being taught by teachers like Professor yogendra 
Singh, Professor R. K. Jain, Professor T. K. Oommen, Professor Dipankar 
Gupta, Professor Maitrayee Chaudhuri and Professor Avijit Pathak. To these 
teachers of mine, my debts are beyond measure. I am particularly grateful to 
Professor Maitryaee Chaudhuri who had always insisted that I should publish 
my research on the Sundarbans. Without her encouragement, the book would 
have never seen the light of the day.

I am immensely thankful to Nibedita Bayen who was of tremendous help 
at the final stage of writing the book. Nibedita’s help proved invaluable, for 
it came at a time when I suffered bereavement and had not yet recovered 
from personal loss on my home front. I am also thankful to Qudsiya Ahmed, 
Anwesha Rana and Suvadip Bhattacharjee, the publishing team at Cambridge 
University Press, India, for having gone through my proposal and manuscripts. 
I am thankful to them for bearing with me even when I failed to meet the 
deadlines.

As always, Anindita, has been unfailing in her support and suggestions. 
I am thankful to her and also to little Ahana who realized that writing cannot 
happen amid fun and frolic and eagerly awaited the day when writing would 
get over.

Finally, I dedicate the book to my parents who desperately wanted to see 
the book, but for them the wait proved far too long.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-10728-1 - Living with Disasters: Communities and Development in the
Indian Sundarbans
Amites Mukhopadhyay
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107107281
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Note on Transliteration

The language spoken in the Sundarbans is Bengali. Like a majority of the 
North Indian languages, Bengali is derived from Sanskrit and is written in 
a version of the Devanagari script. Hindi, derived from Devanagari, tends 
to transliterate into English the vowel ‘a’ whose sound in Bengali is, in most 
cases, closer to ‘o’. Thus, in Bengali, the terms such as ‘panchayat’, ‘zamindar’ 
or ‘dafadar’ are generally pronounced as ‘ponchayet’, ‘jomidar’ or ‘dofadar’. 
However, convention suggests that these terms be written both in Hindi and 
Bengali using ‘a’ instead of ‘o’. Hence, I have also followed the conventional 
practice of spelling these terms with an ‘a’.

However, for other local terms such as mouja, chouko, jotedar, jongol and 
moule, I have used the ‘o’. In the case of words like ‘jongol’, I have also given 
its English variant ‘jungle’ as in ‘jongol kore’ (doing jungle). Although I have 
mentioned local terms, I have preferred using local terms and their English 
versions interchangeably throughout the book, for example ‘bheri’ – ‘fishery’ or 
‘bagda’ – ‘tiger prawn’. However, this rule has not been followed in the case 
of terms such as ‘dafadar’ or ‘beldar’ because their English meanings are long 
and elaborate. The English meanings of the above terms have been mentioned 
when the terms are used for the first time in the chapters. I have written all 
local terms in lower case except for proper nouns. I have avoided italicising 
local terms. However, the glossary of the book presents the local terms in 
italics to primarily distinguish these terms from their meanings. I have used 
all terms without diacritical marks in the text and have added an English ‘s’ to 
denote the plural. For example, words such as panchayat, bigha or bheri have 
been used in the plural (i.e., panchayats, bighas or bheris).
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Map 1: Map of India showing West Bengal and the Indian Sundarbans located at the 
southernmost part of West Bengal.

Maps
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xxii MAPS

Map 2: The Indian Sundarbans and the area in rectangle denotes the site of fieldwork. 
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 MAPS xxiii

Map 3: Kusumpur island and the area in rectangle shows erosion-prone north 
Kusumpur.
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xxiv MAPS

Map 5: The 1,500 feet ring embankment of Garantala and the adjacent 36 acres of land 
acquired for the purpose of building the new embankment.

Map 4: Erosion-prone north Kusumpur showing width of the land between the rivers.
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Illustrations

1: Erosion-prone embankment
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xxvi ILLUSTRATIONS

3: Women catching tiger prawn seeds along the river bank

2: Villagers lined up on a collapsed embankment and the village inundated
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 ILLUSTRATIONS xxvii

4: Prawn seeds being counted before the buyers or paikars

5: Prawn fishery with the alaghar being located on the earthen mound of the fishery
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xxviii ILLUSTRATIONS

6: Fishery with submerged fish trap at the sluice gate
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Charts

Minister-in-Charge (Sundarban Affairs Department)

Secretary (Sundarban Affairs Department)

Special Secretary (Sundarban Affairs Department)

Project Director
and
Member Secretary
(Sundarban Development Board)

Joint Secretary
(Sundarban Development 
Board)

Engineering 
Circle
Headed by
Superintending
Engineer

Planning,
Monitoring
and 
Evaluation
Division

Social Forestry
Division
3 Range officers

Fisheries
Division

Accounts
Division

Administrative
Division
3 Project offices
27 Growth Centres

Division-I
3 Sub-divisions
13 Section Offices

Division-III
2 Sub-divisions
8 Section Offices

Division-II
3 Sub-divisions
10 Section Offices

Chart 1: Organization Structure of the Sundarban Affairs Department
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xxx CHARTS

Minister-in Charge

Minister of State for Irrigation

Secretary

Superintending Engineer
(Eastern Circle)

Executive Engineer
(Joynagar Division)

Sub-divisional Engineer

Section Officer

Gosaba
Section

Satjelia
Section

Chotomollakhali
Section

Shambhunagar
Section

Chart 2: Organization Structure of the Irrigation and Waterways Department
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