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Abstract: Through the present ethnographic account, the authors try to explore the perception and sufferings of the residents of 
a rural setting of West Bengal, India. Thirty (30) semi-structured and in-depth interviews we intended the issues of their 
resilience strategies and three major recommendations for better policies and action. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
The studies on disasters are not at all an exclusive study on natural ‘hazards’-like flood, famine and earthquake (Quarantelli, 2005). 
Disasters are seen as a process or an event that combines the potentiality of disruption/destruction of natural agent(s) and a 
population in socially or technologically generated conditions of vulnerability (Oliver-Smith, 1996).   
This view opens two significant ways to understand disasters-(a) to understand the natural agent(s) and its potential to create 
disruption, and (b) to explore the human conditions with its social and technological vulnerabilities (Bankoff, 2007). Framing 
disasters from the perspectives of target agents is popular in geography and other geo-physical sciences, whereas the view from 
social science perspectives (specially in sociology and anthropology) indicates-the meaning of disasters are socially constructed and 
can be best understood in reference to its social, economic and political contexts (Mercer, Kelman, Lioyd and Pearson, 2008; Perry, 
2007; Vayda and Mckay, 1975; Torry, 1979; Quarantelli, 2005). 
Anthropological studies on disasters were initiated in almost 1950s (Drabek, 1986). The discipline possesses a long tradition of 
studying the adaptive strategies of the societies in stressful and hazardous environments (Torry, 1979), traditionally known as 
‘Anthropology of Suffering’ (Davis, 1992). The source of hazard(s) is not necessarily present in the natural environment; rather they 
are controlled by the social, economic and political forces to a given context (Vayda and Mckay, 1975).  
The studies on adaptive strategies lead the question of adaptation to hazard and disasters is paralleled by a similar concern about the 
long term sustainability of resource(s) use along with present levels of environmental degradation and pollution (smith, 1999). 
However, the studies on adaptive strategies guided a new pathway to anthropological research regarding disaster. The new trend 
showed that any disaster involves loss of property and means of livelihood, calls for a change in the modes of subsistence and the 
social organization that regulates them (Firth, 1959). The era reflects an idea that disaster as a social phenomenon disrupts and 
constitutes cultural meaning(s) to a given cultural milieu. The transformation of cultural meaning(s) due to disaster as a central 
meaning shifted the focus of contemporary anthropological research to the study of the crisis and everyday life (Winchester, 1981).  
Individual’s social position and response are taken into account as the unit of study of disasters like wars and famine (Moser, 1989). 
The contemporary disaster researches in anthropology focuses on the concept of vulnerability in terms of the social, economic and 
political conditions which differently affects individuals and groups, as well as the overall capacity of the community to absorb 
shock and recover (O’Keefe, Westgate and Wisner, 1976). From the mentioned context, it is clear that the ‘shock’ related to a 

                                                             
1 Assistant Professor, Department of Anthropology, Haldia Government College, Haldia, Puba Medinipur, West Bengal, India 
2 Assistant Professor, Department of Anthropology, Mahisadal Girl’s College, , Puba Medinipur, West Bengal, India 
3 Assistant Professor, Department of Anthropology, Government General College of Singur, Hooghly, West Bengal, India 
*Address for Correspondence: p.deymullick@gmail.com  
 



International Journal for Research in Applied Science & Engineering Technology (IJRASET) 
                                                                                           ISSN: 2321-9653; IC Value: 45.98; SJ Impact Factor: 7.177 

                                                                                                                Volume 7 Issue VII, July 2019- Available at www.ijraset.com 
     

368 ©IJRASET: All Rights are Reserved 

disaster and its system of recovery, needs an interdisciplinary attention. There have been many research efforts of using social 
psychological theories to unify and expand current conceptions of access in ethnographic research-the process by which researchers 
gather data via interpersonal relationships with participants/informants (Harrington, 2003).  
A number of researchers have begun to recognize the increasing importance of broader anthropological and social psychological 
issues in the study of humans in extreme environments (Johnson and Finney, 1986; Harrison and Connors, 1984; Pierce 1985). In 
addition, the social- psychological issues of reactions and negative emotional experiences (like- fear, anxiety, anger, impatience, 
irritability, grief, shame, guilt, stress, and trauma) to disasters and mechanisms of resilience may be an effective means for 
contemporary anthropological researches, theory building and policy making on well-being.  

II. THE CONTEXT AND DIMENSIONS OF THE STUDY 
The state of West Bengal of Indian subcontinent has not been an exception of sufferings inflicted by disasters and has been 
frequented by cyclones, floods, droughts, landslide, subsidence and occasional earthquakes (Nath, Roy and Thingbaijam, 2008), the 
present researcher purposively selects the state of West Bengal for conducting the study on the dimensions of disaster. 
Conceptualized ‘flood’ as a natural agent with its destructive potential and power over the human agencies and their livelihood.  
The focus is not the ‘flood’ and its ‘nature of destruction’, rather the research is inclined to reflect the dimensions of vulnerability, 
the crises and response of human actors, the role of different institutions, the issues of resilience and the perception of loss, and 
above all the politicization to the issues of relief and wellbeing for better policy and actions. Perceiving ‘disasters’ as socially 
constructed phenomena, the stand of the current research is to explain the multiple facets of vulnerability, livelihood, and resilience 
issues in two rural settlements of the state of West Bengal, India. To explore the gaze of the vulnerabilities and resilience due to 
flood the entire research is alienated into the following heads of the objectives.  
A. The Objectives 
1) To observe the mechanism of resilience, through which people perceive, create and categorize the meaning(s) to cope up a 

disaster and tries to reorient them in a changing circumstances in post-disaster situations. 
2) To reach, above all, the local understanding of culture and psyche centering disaster with a view to contributing to the uses of 

knowledge, policy and action. 

III. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 
The study is grounded on two major theoretical concepts with reflexive ethnographic stand. These are- ‘Social Capital’, and 
‘Resilience’.  

A. Social Capital 
Bourdieu in (1992) conceptualized the term ‘Social Capital’ as the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an 
individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 
acquaintance and recognition. In this context it is worth mentioning that to any pre-disaster and post-disaster situation the 
theoretical orientation of ‘social capital’ might be very beneficial from individual to communal level to reduce and/or minimize the 
effect of a disaster; that further enhance the chances to form an alternative ‘habitus’ through generation after generation for adapting 
and facing the unexpected threat from natural hazards, like-flood (Sanyal and Routray, 2016). 

B. Resilience Theory  
The psychological framing of individual actors to face the impact and to respond to the hazards directly claims deep insights of 
‘resilience theory’ that is defined as the ability of a system and its component parts to anticipate, absorb, accommodate, or recover 
from the effects of a hazardous event in a timely and efficient manner, including through ensuring the preservation, restoration or 
improvement of its essential basic structures and functions, came into psychological interpretations of negative emotional 
experiences in 1940s and rigorously practiced in disaster situation from 1970s (Torry 1979; Gaillard 2010). 

IV. THE METHODOLOGY 
The present effort is grounded by the ethnographic approach and methods, which become the principal pathway for collecting, 
sorting and interpreting data and which an ethnographer senses to be applicable as the exploration progresses (Murchison, 2010). 
The theories mentioned above were not pre-supposed, rather they appear as modes of observation and interpretation as the research 
gradually developed and multiple channels and roots were coming up.  
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The entire research design if we briefly focus is framed into four situations i.e. the pre-hazard conditions and warning systems, the 
process of preparation, the situations on the time of impact of hazards and people’s vulnerabilities leaded disaster, and the post-
disaster situations. These four situations has been captured by following ways 

V. THE AREA UNDER STUDY 
The present researcher purposively selects the state of West Bengal for conducting the study on the dimensions of disaster. 
Perceiving ‘disasters’ as socially constructed phenomena, the stand of the current research is to explain the multiple facets of 
vulnerability, livelihood, and resilience issues in a rural settlement of the state- is ‘Sukhchandrapur’ of Ghatal Block, of Paschim 
Medinipur District of West Bengal is a closed area by the river Silabati, old Kangsabati and Dwarakeswar including Jhumi one of 
the distributaries of Dwarakeswar River those are non perennial in character. The major factors of the flood of this area are- intense 
storm precipitation, high antecedent basin, soil moisture, rainfall over areas, and occurrences to medium and major storms in quick 
succession, failure of dams resulting in a very rapid release of large quantities of water and water-blocked by heavy rainfall, poor 
drainage and sewage system and a long term water stagnation over the area.   

A. Sampling 
The present ethnographic account is based on two sampling methods as the source for collecting data that is very contextual to meet 
the objectives of the research successfully i.e. convenient sampling and Snow-ball sampling method. Thirty (30) individuals from 
the settlement were selected for data collection with their verbal consent.  

B. The Techniques of Data Collection 
The study uses semi-structured interviews, in-depth case studies, observations (direct and indirect), and Life-history, and 
photography as the principal ways for collecting data. To understand the historicity of the settlement and other contextual issues 
secondary data sources have been used in this study that is mentioned in the section of bibliography 

C. The Transcription, Categorization of Themes, and Interpretation of the Findings 
After collecting the rich data set, it has been transcribed verbatim to get a deep insight of the issues concerned. The transcribed data 
leaded to emerge themes and sub-themes that are contextual to the objectives of the research. The interpretation of the data has been 
done by using narrative data analysis method. 

VI. THE FINDINGS 
A. Flood as a Dreadful Phenomenon 
The local perception regarding flood varies a wide range of expressions and experiences as individual actors perceive flood from 
multiple angles, like- as a 33 years old housewife senses the flood very ‘negatively’. She is of opinion that-‘I have two children who 
suffers a lot with their schooling during flood...a long term (sometimes 5-6 months) water stagnancy makes them to be very 
irregular in schools and private tuitions...our two rooms became our world for several months...we have to collect drinking water 
from a long distant neighbour’s house regularly...we became captive during flood’. 
In this context, a 51 years old medical practitioner opined that- ‘flood comes with horrible experiences in my professional life 
almost every calendar year in this place...a number of water borne diseases spread out during flood....It became very difficult to 
attain too many patients a day...in night the situation became very critical....I have to attend the patient’s call at night in the ground 
of humanity...but there are great risks at night in the flooded areas.’ 

B. Absence of Electricity and Communication under Crisis 
The absence of electricity in night made the situation very dreadful to the villagers, as a 46 years old farmer was of opinion that- 
‘due to absence of electricity we suffer a lot...in the last year an old man was going to the town by a ‘dingi’ (a Special kind of boat 
made up of wood) of his own....at night the situation was jet black as there was no light and there was full of water 
everywhere...even the light posts and the electric connections were invisible due to water....the old man got shocked from a faulty 
electric connections and died immediately...frankly speaking thinking the situation we really scared to go to anywhere at night 
during flood.’ Gour Maity, a 60 years old person stated another stance of difficulties in communication during flood. According to 
him-  ‘At the time of flood, the prime concern is the arrangement of ‘donga’. There are some risks associated with it. Our children 
don’t know swimming which makes us anxious. Other one is when the weather deteriorates severely, at the time of storm and heavy 
rain…then we have to choose this school road to go to the markets. If we have to there, then…there is a field, it is approximately 1 



International Journal for Research in Applied Science & Engineering Technology (IJRASET) 
                                                                                           ISSN: 2321-9653; IC Value: 45.98; SJ Impact Factor: 7.177 

                                                                                                                Volume 7 Issue VII, July 2019- Available at www.ijraset.com 
     

370 ©IJRASET: All Rights are Reserved 

km. If you go straight 1 km through this field, after that you will see a Krishna mandir.’  Further he added- ‘It is close to the dam. 
When we cross the dam then…there we bind the ‘donga’ with any tree. After that we go to the market. For that we again have to 
travel 1 more km. If you go from this side it is 2 km, if you want to go from there, then you also have to cross 2 km. In either way, 
for 1 km we have travel on water. The remaining 1 km I can walk or can go with cycle. Near the dam, in the adjacent areas there are 
some houses. There we keep our things and go to the job, again at the time of returning we pick our belongings from them.’    

C. Difficulties in Obtaining Drinking Water 
Absence of electricity ‘stops’ all types of electronic communication and put the residents under darkness for several month. A 38 
years old housewife pointed out that-‘at night maintaining household activities became tough...we have to share three oil lamps for 
the different purposes....at the time of immediate danger we cannot even make a call for help as there is no charge in mobile 
phones...we have to go to the town for mobile phone charging...and to store the battery for immediate use we have to switch off the 
phones in the maximum time in a day....switching off the phone for a long time sometimes make my relatives worry about us at the 
flood situation.’ 
Another important inconvenience occurs with the drinking water. As the maximum water taps on the road remains under the water, 
the villagers has to depend on the tube well that is been owned by a few villagers. The rest of the villagers have to go to a long to 
collect drinking water by their personal boats. A 41 year old housewife mentioned that-‘we have to go a long to a neighbour’s house 
for drinking water...we have to wait there for a long time as many villagers are there before us to collect the drinking water.’ 
In this regard, a 33 years old cultivator sated that-‘we have no tube well of our own...we have to collect drinking water from our 
neighbour’s house...at the very early morning we have to go to collect water for an early return.’ 
In this context, a 51 years old medical practitioner opined that- ‘we have to meet a great crisis of drinking water at flood 
situations...people have to collect water from long distances...the improper way to protect and store the drinking water makes people 
ill with water borne diseases,’ 

D. Issues of Health and Emerging Crises 
Health became a major concern to the flood situations. Severely ill patients and pregnant women suffer a lot during flood.  Mrs. L. 
Santra experienced a case with her neighbour who was a pregnant lady-  ‘In five years back Parvati (the pregnant lady) felt pain at 
night...around 11 p.m...me, Parvati, her husband and her father-in-law were in the boat to the way to town hospital..Parvati was 
almost senseless...the situations became very dreadful...we have reached to another village and by the help of other women and a 
local nurse of the same village made the delivery of the child successful...you can imagine what were the risks then??.’ 
Mr. S. Pramanik has experienced a dangerous situation with his son during 2007 flood. He told that- ‘my son was infected by 
cholera...at a night he was almost senseless due to multiple times loose motion and vomiting....a local doctor put him saline and 
referred immediately to the town hospital...we felt anxious about how to move my child in a boat in such a dangerous situations...my 
neighbours helped me a lot at that night...we three along with my son in a boat started our journey to the hospital...water level was 
rising and the water current was very strong...it was raining heavily and constantly...my son started to vomiting again...for a single 
second... I felt that I have lost my son...after an hour we reached to the hospital...my son has almost lost his sensation...after a few 
hours my son got back his senses...the doctors of the hospitals was too good to treat my son...It’s God’s blessing that we were 
enabled to getting back my son in the home.’ 

VII. THE ALTERATION IN LIVING SPACE AND ARCHITECTURE 
In Sukhchandrapur, an important issue due to flood and its impact is the alteration in living space and architecture. The previous 
experiences instigate the residents to alter their living space; means to lift up the residential space as the height of water reached in 
the previous years.  
Mr. Maity, a 59 years old farmer is of opinion that- ‘In the previous year…the height of the water was almost 7 feet from the main 
land. Though my house is built up in a high space…but the limit of the water raising was extensive…the rooms were almost under 
water…we temporarily built up a larger wooden bench, locally called ‘mancha’ above the room for the then situation. In that 
mancha we spent almost three weeks…oh…what a situation you never been felt.’  
This alteration of the living space generates a new problem; i.e. the living surface area became reduced that compel the residents to 
move away from their birth place. Not only that the lifting up of the residential spaces and alteration in architecture shape the area 
like a big ‘pot’, where stagnancy of the water stays over a long time.  



International Journal for Research in Applied Science & Engineering Technology (IJRASET) 
                                                                                           ISSN: 2321-9653; IC Value: 45.98; SJ Impact Factor: 7.177 

                                                                                                                Volume 7 Issue VII, July 2019- Available at www.ijraset.com 
     

371 ©IJRASET: All Rights are Reserved 

VIII. THE ISSUES OF ‘RELIEF’ AND ‘LOCAL POLITICS’ 
The issues of relief from any Governental and non- Governmental agencies in the setting are very poor during flood. Mr. L. Santra 
told that- nobody cares for us at flood situations...many surveys have been done in the area...but we faces the same critical 
conditions during flood...there are no space to pass the stagnant water due to the poor drainage and sewage system...sometimes the 
municipality offers some dry food for first two or three days of a flood...but is that enough???.’  
The fundamental problem due to flood in the area is the long term water stagnancy that disrupts the life and living of the local 
people. Communication became very tough due to overflow of water. All the villagers do not have their personal boats. For 
communication, the villagers either have to depend on the neighbour’s boat or have to wait for other private boats that are been used 
for business not for relief.  Mr. S. Pramanik was of opinion that- the municipality offers boat for first few days of a flood for 
relief...but...there are no such relief for long term flood over the area...communication became impossible to us...the children do not 
attain school regularly...if they reach to the school anyway... but not in time.’  
There are no health camps or mobile health services at the time of flood. The villagers have to depend on the town hospitals or to 
the local doctors. The municipality sometimes distributes some relief aids like-dry food, large plastic covers, and bleaching powder 
etc. but these aids hardly reach to them who really need this. Mr. J. Santra opined that-  
‘There are some political brokers in our village that negotiates between us and the municipality...actually they decide who needs aid 
at flood situations....unfortunately... their near and dear ones receive the relief aids...and those who need the relief aid really does not 
get anything.’  
Local politics centering relief in the settlement under study is desperately practiced. The names form the victims list in flood became 
changed and altered through the local political influences. Mr. J. Santra told that-  ‘the house of my elder brother was severely 
affected by flood a few years ago...the verification after flood was done and the name of my elder brother had been registered in the 
victims list...after a month...when my brother enquired about his claim...found that his name became altered with the name of 
another person who has lost nothing in the flood.’  
Political colour became a significant factor for relief in flood situation. In this context, Mr. S. Pramanik said that-  
‘We expect nothing from the municipality or from the Govt...the issues of relief is strictly depended on the political colour we 
belongs to’.  
Data shows that the concern of relief in the village is depended on the political milieu and the dominant political players of the 
place.  

IX. THE RESILIENCE ISSUES 
The settlers are well accustomed with flood and its dreadful effects since years. They exactly what to do after they sense that the 
flood is coming, what effects it can be done and what will be the approximate scenario after the dreadful situation is over. When 
they sense that the flood may have to create a big trouble in the so called ‘current calendar year’, they first start to store the foods 
that may be expendable for at least four to six months.  
Mantu, a 48 years house wife is of opinion that- 
‘We know very well that flood is our destiny, so when we got the warnings and/or can sense that the flood is coming, we store the 
foodstuff, the fuels and prepare our personal boats for ease of communication.’ 
There is another important issue that some of the residents of the settlement under study, borrows loan from local cooperatives to 
build their houses concrete. As Uttam Maity, 49 years old, local cooperative member stated that- 
‘Our house…you will be very much astonished to know how we built this house. There was one of our bosses in ‘somobay’; he was 
a very kind man. He extended his help. We requested him “Babu please give some money we will also arrange some amount” In 
this way, by arranging monthly installments and taking loans from different people we finally able to build our house before the 
flood strikes.’ 
The settlers themselves maintain a very strong social network that extended the issues of social capital throughout the year that it 
became cultural dispositions to them-‘habitus’. They know that something unexpected will occur at monsoon that needs a strong 
social bonding among them. In this perspective, Mrs. Sondhya Maity, a 55 years old housewife opined that- 
‘We know very well that there will be no hands at the dreadful situations of flood impacts for help…we maintained a strong unity 
among us…as for an example my house was almost under water last year…we collected the drinking water from a neighbor whose 
house is near about 2 km from my house…they helped me a lot.’ 
In spite of too many negative experiences, the settlers have had a ‘positive’ attitude to disaster issues centering flood. According to 
them, after the stagnant water had released the soil of the settlement became very fertile that is very helpful for cultivation and 
farming. Mr. Sanatan Maity, a 47 years old farmer stated that- 
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‘After the flood is over, the soil of this area became more fertile over the area that benefits a lot for large scale cultivation….and the 
products are sold out in the market in a very rising price due to crisis of need and supply post flood situation.’  
The present study reveals the issues of resilience from multiple layers of flood and its orientation among the participants who are the 
actors to live the phenomenon. Different frames have been reflected in the study from the subjective stories of the respondents to 
relate their perception about flood with the wider issues of politics, welfare and development in a flood prone area of West Bengal. 
The study from its discussion is placing a hint to include the insider’s perspective of loss and suffering to construct any policies and 
action on flood and/or disaster issues.   

X. CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 
Thus came, we have reflected the issues of sufferings of the settlers under study. Though they have had an intra and inter group 
strong social ties or networks, more specifically ‘social capital’ through which they can cope up the unexpected catastrophic events, 
like-flood. The thread of social capital and social networking among them instigates rapidly to their resilience and or bouncing back 
the blow of the unexpected threat of natural hazards. 
Through the study the authors have three recommendations that might help their better and sustainable living over the area and at 
the same time promotes the better policies and actions for the near future. These are- 1) to clear up the poor drainage and sewage 
system, 2) the immediacy of implementing  ‘Master Plan’, and 3)the urgent need of ethnographic study in micro level. 
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