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As I work through some of my initial thoughts for this project and engage with the 
research trajectories others are following in this cluster I am drawn towards the 
“relational” category posed by Kiran, the Mamosean Law of Origin that Keita pointed me 
to, and the merchant capital revolution that Ogundiran is interested in. All three 
categories are relevant to the Bay of Bengal region. I turn to the region’s archipelagic 
variant in the Sunderbans islands. This part of the world helps us articulate the 
questions posed above in ways that undercut the dominant (neo)liberal discourse of 
sustainability that is increasingly attached to environmental questions. This region also 
displays the architecture of a new “climate leviathan” (Mann and Wainwright 2018), ie a 
new social contract of statecraft and sovereignty. 

The Bengal Famine of 1770, when seen from the perspective of colonial officials, 
offered a new way of imagining the so-called rice-countries of the Bay. “They were seen 
as ‘prisoners’ of their climate: lands in which every aspect of society, and every aspect 
of human character, was shaped by natural forces. In the nineteenth century, the notion 
of “monsoon Asia” encapsulated these assumptions” (Amrith 2013: 67). From my 
understanding, in the twenty-first century this region becomes a synecdochal signifier of 
planetary precarity. It helps us understand, and see the results of, the long history of 
socio-ecological fallout that emanates from empire and statecraft. In this sense my 
project is written “in the wake” (Sharpe: 2016) of the rising tides of Bay and of 
nationalism in the mainland. It acknowledges the language of inundation we commonly 
use when we speak of a wave of refugees; it reflects on the tsunamis of the past, and 
those that beckon from the future. 

As a site in which colonial political economy lab-tested its capitalist aspirations, racial 
discourse, and theories of the nation-state, the Bay of Bengal offers a concentration of 
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issues that are thrown into relief in the contemporary moment of climate collapse. Here, 
questions of marginality are revised along coastal lines; questions of species and 
epistemological entanglements are enacted by fishermen and honey-gatherers who 
take part in ritual dramatic exercises dressed as man-eating tigers; this is a place where 
salt water appears thicker than blood (Jalais: 2010). For the time being I will turn to this 
archipelagic zone that is the subject of my paper. By way of an introduction to these 
islands I refer to and reflect upon a few images below.

What Amitav Ghosh calls “the tide country” in his novel The Hungry Tide, the 
Sundarbans, is a mangrove forest, one of the largest of such forests in the world, and is 
of great biodiversity value to the ecology of the region. It is 140,000 ha (1,400kms) in 
area and lies on the delta of the Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna rivers on the Bay of 
Bengal. It is adjacent to the India’s Sundarbans World Heritage site that was inscribed 
as such in 1987. As the UNESCO website deems it: “The site is intersected by a 
complex network of tidal waterways, mudflats and small islands of salt-tolerant 
mangrove forests, and presents an excellent example of ongoing ecological processes. 
The area is known for its wide range of fauna, including 260 bird species, the Bengal 
tiger and other threatened species such as the estuarine crocodile and the Indian 
python.”

Interestingly, the UNESCO site steers clear of mentioning the human inhabitants of the 
Sunderbans. Ghoramara, one of the fertile islands of Sundarban delta, is close to being 

engulfed by the raging sea 
sooner than predicted. Two 
d e c a d e s a g o ,  t h e l a n d 
inhabited by 40,000 people 
has shrunk and it can now 
shelter only 3,500. Everyday, 
the high tides swallow portions 
of land from all sides of the 
island and take them deep into 
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the sea. The inhabitants of the vanishing land run inward on the island for temporary 
safety so that they can again rebuild their washed away huts after water recedes. Most 
of them have moved out for fear of being drowned, but those left behind are waiting for 
help to cross the sea. When the Tropical Storm Aila struck southern Bangladesh and 
eastern India on May 27, 2009, The New York Times reported that floods and mudslides 
killed at least 191 people and left hundreds of thousands more homeless. The death toll 
was expected to rise.”  In 2008, The Guardian newspaper reported that: “Time runs out 1

for islanders on global warming's front line. Rising sea levels threaten to flood many of 
the islands in the fertile Ganges delta, leading to an environmental disaster and a 
refugee crisis for India and Bangladesh”.  The fragility of the ecosystem is matched in 2

equal measure to the fragile lives of the inhabitants of the Sunderbans islanders. 
Survivor narratives were harrowing. Below is Rabiul Saha’s testimony.

“Those who have money can cross the sea. Those who don’t, wait like us to get 
drowned. Even if we get to the mainland, we remain refugees with no homes, no 
identity and no community. We are simply losing the battle,” explains Rabiul Saha, an 
island dweller who has been constantly rebuilding his hut every time a high wave 
washes it away. “We shift inward but nothing can hold the fury of the river." 


Rabiul’s mud house is a few meters away from the enhanced mud embankment and 
bamboo barricade built to check the rising water. 
3

 

 https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/NaturalHazards/view.php?id=38786 
1

Of course, these official statistics have been challenged by many organizations. The children’s 
charity “Save the Children” warned that the true death toll could be a lot higher than the originally 
reported number, which was 100. According to them more than 5 million people were affected by Alia 
and around 600, 000 houses were damaged. See: https://reliefweb.int/report/india/low-death-toll-
masks-true-extent-indian-cyclone

 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2008/mar/30/india.flooding2

 http://www.firstpost.com/india/sundarbans-meet-indias-own-climate-refugees-from-ghoramara-3

islands-2823328.html
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The islanders have led precarious 
lives for quite some time now.  is not 
new to this region. In September 
1989, The New York Times reported 
that: "For the moment, the Bengal 
tiger has met its match in the two-
faced human”. The report was about 
honey gatherers and fishermen in the 

Sunderban islands who wear masks behind their heads to ward off attacks from Bengal 
tigers. 

In the Sunderbans, fishermen, honey gatherers other forest dwellers, whether they be 
Christians, Muslims or 
Hindus, pray to a 
deity called Bon Bibi 
(the Forest Mother). 
They pray because 
they fear the man-
eating tigers of the 
area who have grown 
accustomed to the 
saltiness of human 
fl e s h o u t o f 
desperation. Central 
to the the ritualistic 
enactment of how the Sunderbans came to be inhabited is the story of Bon Bibi, a 
Muslim woman who travelled to the forest from Saudi Arabia, and who fought off the 
demon (and tiger) Dokhin Rai. In this mythography of origin, precarity flattens religious 
differences until they are non-existent. It is also a mythography of oceanic crossings, of 
a woman who seeks refuge in the islands, and who ends up being a deity. “She's such 
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a perfect metaphor for the Sundarbans in so many ways”, said Amitav Ghosh to a NPR 
reporter recently. “Sundarbans - apart from being a forest [are] also this great meeting 
place … where Hinduism and Islam and other religions sort of blend and merge with 
each other, creating these strange sorts of formations.”  Just like the fact that three 4

major rivers blend into the Bay of Bengal, and “tides smudge the boundaries between 
land and water”, “Bonbibi represents a similar convergence” of multiple issues (Ibid.). 
In my paper I will address contemporary refugees, state-funded oppression and the 
ecological future of these islands. These questions will be historicised within a wider 
framework of the British empire’s conceptualisation of the Bay of Bengal.


The engagement of the humanities with this region of the world has been significantly 
less than say the attention that the Pacific and the Caribbean islands have received. If 
the “history and geography of the Caribbean suggest a tidalectic engagement with land 
and sea and their associated narratives of empire, transoceanic diaspora, and 
postcolonial nation-building” (DeLoughrey 2010: 51), then the site of the Sunderbans 
calls for a similar engagement. In this regard the anthropological work carried out by 
Annu Jalais and the literary work carried out by Amitav Ghosh are strikingly similar in 
the primacy they lend to the oceanic. Ghosh describes these islands as “the trailing 
threads of India’s fabric, the ragged fringe of her sari, the ãchol that follows her, half-
wetted by the sea”. Because these are tidal islands, buoyed up by the turbidity of river 
water and the salinity of sea water, Ghosh tells us that “the boundaries between land 
and water are always mutating, always unpredictable”. What becomes apparent in the 
novel is geographically a fact: these islands are hinterlands, threshold locations whose 
porosity ideologically map what Saskia Sassen once referred to in another context as 
“holes in the fabric of sovereignty”. 

 https://www.npr.org/2016/05/19/478729137/meet-bonbibi-the-indian-forest-goddess-worshipped-across-4

religions
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