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DIRECTOR'S DESK

After a brief hiatus, the Institute of Social and Cultural Studies' Bi-Monthly Purvodaya: The
Rise of Opportunities returns with a ton of articles and information about forthcoming events.
The Bi-Monthly has concentrated on and highlighted the events and hardships that the area is
experiencing, just like in the main sections. Between late June and early August of 2026, there
were several periods of heavy to extremely heavy rainfall in the Upper Assam region (particularly
in the main districts of Sivasagar, Charaideo, and Jorhat) and the nearby hill catchments of
Nagaland and Arunachal Pradesh in Northeast India. This led to numerous waves of flash
flooding and extensive flooding throughout the area. In the downstream Brahmaputra Valley,
the area is known for its dense population, pervasive poverty, and heavy reliance on agriculture.
Upper Assam's topography also raises the risk of flooding because of the heavy runoff that enters
its low-lying basin. Thus the Bi-Monthly tries to analyze how the government of Assam focusses
on improving structural and non-structural measures by Water Resources Department of Assam
and the Assam State Disaster Management Authority (ASDMA) to combat perennial monsoon
flooding.

Additionally, this edition highlights the region's cultural heritage. The Purvodaya Lit Fest-
Chapter 3 is scheduled to take place in Kolkata from November 25-28, 2026, and this edition is
being held right before that event. To get things started, the Bi-monthly publishes two fascinating
articles. The first is about Ganga, the birthplace of Indian civilization, a living goddess to more
than a billion people, and an important economic conduit. The Ganga has influenced the
history, spirituality, and interconnectedness of the Indian subcontinent for millennia, starting
from its source in the icy peaks of the Himalayas and extending into the Bay of Bengal. Through
the worldwide celebration of Lord Jagannath's chariot festival, the second one, located in Odia,
exemplifies how Rath Yatra unites nations.

Since the Institute is well-known for its wide range of activities and engagements, the last section
of the bulletin informs readers and extends an invitation to participate in the celebration of
the 200th Birth Anniversary of Shri Rajnarayan Bose, an Indian writer and scholar of Bengal's
Renaissance, on September 26 at Sri Aurobindo Bhavan, Kolkata. After the tremendous success
of the previous two years, the Institute is prepared to hold its Third Purvodaya Lit Fest in Kolkata
from November 25 to 28. We have once again reached the time of year when we finally announce
one of these events for which our readers and followers eagerly save their dates. Keep an eye on
the ISCS's digital handles to stay informed about any updates. We would be delighted to have
you all join us for this festival of intellectual exchange, idea sharing, and lively discussions about
India's historical and contemporary realities.

— Prof.Arindam Mukherjee, Director, ISCS, India
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Farmers carrying paddy on a boat through flood water at Mayong village in Morigaon district of Assam

NATURE'S BOON TURNED DISASTER: RETHINKING A RESILIENT ASSAM

Shri Jyoti Khataniar *

The land and people of Assam have historically
remained intertwined with rivers and recurrent
flooding. A long, persisting phenomenon, floods
in Assam must be understood within the context of
the region's geography, development measures and
processes, human settlement and weather conditions.
Owing to the mighty Brahmaputra and its several
tributaries, the heavy rainfall and the region's
geographical conditions, Assam has experienced
centuries of severe flooding. The Brahmaputra
flows down to the vast floodplain that is the land of
Assam from the Himalayas. Nearly 40% of the state
is classified as flood-prone by India’s National Flood
Commission. Assam’s flat terrain plays an important
role in this regard. The annual monsoon brings heavy
rainfall across the region causing Brahmaputra’s water
levels to rise considerably. The river’s meandering
movement through Assam’s flat plains leads to the
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deposition of sand and silt of substantial amounts
which reduces the river’s carrying capacity and
consequently increasing the risk of flooding.

Flooding, therefore, is not an unaccustomed
phenomenon for Assam. They are an integral and
vital part of the region's fertility and propensity to
be agriculturally successful. Assam’s river systems
have sustained agriculture, shaped one of the
richest ecological spaces in the country, and heavily
influenced settlement patterns. Yet the same rivers
take the form of agents of devastation by bringing
forth catastrophic and destructive changes through
the natural disaster of flooding. In an increasingly
alarming speed, scale and unpredictability, these
natural boons can transform into sources of human
suffering.

Assam in post-independent India witnessed
great a many floods. The massive deluge of
1950 triggered by an earthquake of a staggering
8.5 magnitude on the Richter scale is the most
noteworthy. It altered river courses and blocked
tributaries with massive landslides. In the public
sphere, all severe Assam floods have been measured
against this historical baseline. The 2012 and 2024
floods also caused extensive displacement affecting
millions across more than 30 districts, causing
widespread suffering for humans and animals
alike. A worsening nature of these floods has been
suggested by experts. Reasons such as upstream
deforestation, heavier rainfall due to climate
change and inefficiently maintained embankments
aid to this development. Therefore terming this
catastrophe as simply “nature’s fury” is insufficient.
s. The recent floods of 2026 have unfortunately
exposed the vulnerability of the state. Rapid
swelling of the river, erosion, displacement, extreme
rainfall, and massive infrastructural damage shook
the state of Assam and her people. Loss of lives,
livelihoods upturned, houses submerged — chaos
and devastation have become ruinous features of
the lives of the flood-affected. Natural causes such
as intense rainfall and earthquakes may trigger a
flood but the harrowingly devastating scale of
one is aided by many other explanations. Large-
scale and ill-placed deforestation, sedimentation,
inadequate drainage system planning, poorly placed

settlements, and degradation of embankments are
some of the general causes that magnify the pernicious
aftermath of flooding. The challenge that lies before
the state of Assam, hence, is not merely to curb floods
which would be ecologically undesirable. A set of
practical objectives for flood disaster management is
to safeguard the people and the ecosystems.

The recent disaster helps us understand the
need for anticipatory disaster ~management,
settlement planning adhering to safety protocols and
environmentally sustainable forms of commercial
activities. The 2026 floods were particularly disastrous
across parts of Upper Assam, particularly Golaghat,
Sivasagar,Jorhat, and Charaideo. Several tributaries
had risen due to intense rainfall. The smaller rivers
such as Dikhow, Disang, Jhanji, Dhansiri and Bhogdoi
created immense destruction. The surrounding hill
catchments of Nagaland and Arunachal Pradesh
were also severely affected. The immediate reason
behind this unusually large in scale flooding of Upper
Assam is closely tied to the geographical relationship
between these small rivers and the surrounding

hills.
surrounding hills received intense and concentrated

The catchments of these small rivers in the

rainfall which was drained into these affected areas of
Upper Assam. A substantial no. of these catchments
are situated in Nagaland, which means that if these
catchments are affected naturally or through human
intervention then the grave consequences are also
faced downstream. The terrains of these catchments
are steep, a factor which allows the water to run off
rather rapidly and sharply. The hazardous conditions
have been amplified by the degraded condition of
these hill catchments of Nagaland through alarming
levels of deforestation, quarrying, mining, and cutting
of slopes for development plans. This process has
reduced the vegetation cover and strength of the soil
to retain rainfall. Therefore instead of the rain water
being absorbed underground through infiltration and
groundwater, large volumes of water containing soil,
sand and silt move at a great speed and are carried
into the tributaries. This sediment in the tributaries
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has reduced the rivers’ carrying capacity causing
severe inundation even after a short spell of rain.

Unlike the earlier flood episodes, the most severe
and concentrated flooding occurred in the Upper
Assam cluster of the aforementioned districts.
However this does not indicate the absence of
devastation in other parts of Assam. Between the
end of June and August, more than 100 people have
been killed, 2,700 villages have been destroyed and
about 700,000 people have been displaced across the
state. This unfortunate event has put stress on the
importance of inter-state administrative relations
and the significance of collaborative measures
between disaster management administrations of
the two states. Climate change is not the only area
of concern here; it is rather a risk multiplier along
with infrastructural and planning deficiencies.
The protection of forest covers and maintenance
of catchments are vital forms of conservation
measures to reduce risks of long-term floods.

The floods not only bring perilous water but also
riverbank erosion. Agricultural lands can disappear
into these raging rivers along with homes, roads,
schools and entire settlements. This irreversible
devastation also affects livelihoods, education,
opportunities and peoples’ sense of belongingness.

The government of Assam has responded
to this disastrous environment by covering the
grounds with immediate relief, rehabilitation,
restoration of livelihoods and financial assistance.
The administration has operated relieve camps and
arranged rescue shelters across the affected regions.
The floods have forced nearly 300,000 people into
these arrangements. Officials state that at least
49,000 flood affected residents remained housed in
125 relief camps and relief distribution centers till
10 August,2026. Authorities and volunteers have
also provided the bereaved with essential medicines,
health camps, drinking water and livestock fodder.
A major concern during this devastation has been

Woman and children takes shelter after flood in Assam
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the supply of food. By mid-August, over 48.5 lakh
kg of rice has been distributed as conveyed by
the Assam Chief Minister. Large number of kits
containing pulses, edible oil and other essential
items has also been dispatched. One of the most
significant relief measures has been the provision
of interim financial assistance of Rs. 15,000 to each
eligible flood-affected family. The assistance is set
to be provided for almost 1 lakh families through
Direct Benefit Transfer. The Chief Minister has
also virtually released under the Pradhan Mantri
Surya Ghar Muft Bijli Yojana the state subsidy for
the four aforementioned flood-affected districts.
A rapid assessment survey is also underway to
examine the extent of flood damage through
which 36,000 families have been assessed till mid-
August with direct losses estimated at almost 450
crore rupees. Thirty percent of the population has
been covered under this survey. The assessment has
covered damage to houses, crops, lifestock, poultry,
fisheries and other livelihood assets. The survey has
been intended to ascertain further rehabilitation
assistance and adequate compensation. A sum of
5 lakh rupees will be granted to families of the
deceased from the Chief Minister’s Relief Fund in
addition to the 4 lakh rupees to the families of those
who have been missing for more than 30 days. To
protect livelihood difficulties, an additional 2,500
rupees have been announced attached to the
already-existing Orunodoi scheme for the severely
affected districts. Floods intrinsically destroy

children’s education. The sudden and prolonged
disruption acts as a hard obstacle to living the life
of a student. The government has also announced
measures that include assistance for replacing
school uniforms, free replacement of textbooks, free
duplicate certificates and marksheets for those who
have lost their documents in the floods among others.
Financial assistance has been announced for repairing
flood-damaged mud logged schools and institutions.
The Central government has also approved of Rs.
5,000 crore Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana-Gramin
(PMAY-G) housing package for flood affected
households.

We have learned time and time again that Assam
neither can become completely flood free nor should
it perhaps seek to. The more grounded solution is
to create a flood resilient Assam in which scenario
preparedness is the key. The State and the Centre
do provide immediate relief measures which are
tools of immense assistance. However, the floods of
2026 must be considered with Assam’s institutional,
infrastructural and ecological vulnerability where
anticipatory preparations will go a long way. Post-
disaster management is only reactionary; predictive
alertness is the solution. The Assam government
must adopt a newer model focused on risk reduction
through safer settlement planning, scientific weather
forecasting, restoration of ecology, protection of the
natural environmental barriers and a well-prepared
community. The key to it all is to learn about human-
nature coexistence and not dominance.

Villagers moving to highland from their homes due to the flood in Kampur in Nagaon district of Assam

* Editor, DNews, Guwahati
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A saint performing flute at the Gangasagar Mela in West Bengal
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THE RIVER THAT REMEMBERS : POPULAR TRADITIONS AND THE
LIVING SACRED ECOLOGY OF THE GANGA IN BENGAL

Dr. Rohini Kar*

Ganga, the life-force of Bengal not just nourishes the
land but has also shaped the cultural landscape of Bengal,
so much so that popular memories abound in stories of
Ganga as she meanders through this land. From uttering
Ganga as the first word of the day, keeping a bottle of Ganga
Jal in the family altar, using the name for oath taking to
immersing the ashes of the departed in her waters, Ganga
completely encompasses the life of the people of Bengal
and North India since the earliest times.

In Bengal Ganga has a conspicuous presence as she
is represented on temple panels riding on a makara and
in numerous proverbs and songs. Folk songs of majhis
(boatmen) of Ganga and Padma invoke her blessings to
keep them safe. These are not mere religious practices, but
embedded in these popular memories are vibrant living
traditions that contain practical knowledge of tide and ebb,
flood, erosion and a constant shifting of the delta itself.
Like the other parts of India, Bengal too has a story that

()




points to its close relation with this river. The various
Puranas narrate how Ganga, daughter of Himavan, who
lived in heaven had to descend to this earth as a result of
Bhagiratha’s penance after he had managed to persuade
Brahma. However to arrest her mighty fall, it fell upon
Shiva to hold her in his matted locks so that the earth
was not shattered by her sheer force. She was then led
by Bhagiratha and she flowed across the plains, washed
the ashes of Sagara’s sixty thousand sons, who were
finally released from Kapila muni’s curse. Interestingly,
in Bengal this episode is not something enacted in the
Himalayas, rather Bengal invested this story with its
own geography. The channel flowing past Murshidabad,
Nabadwip and Kolkata to this day is called Bhagirathi
and popular belief considers Sagar Island, the place
where the river meets the Bay of Bengal, as the site where
Kapila muni had reduced Sagara’s sixty thousand sons
to ashes and also the place of their final liberation. The
pilgrimage to Gangasagar on Makar Sankranti is in this
sense a final redemption, where the river is remembered
to have served its purpose.

The descent of Ganga from heaven is not narrated
in a single book. Apart from the Ramayana and the
Mahabharata, the Bhagavata Purana along with the
Padma, Matsya and the Skanda recount her journey
from the mighty Himalayas to the sea. Amongst
the Bengal Puranas, the Mahabhagavata Purana, the
Brahmavaivarta Purana and the Brihaddharma Purana
too describe her story. However, amongst them, it is
the Brihaddharma Purana that makes Ganga a central
figure and completes Ganga’s descent on a map that can
actually be walked into.

Ganga in this Purana comes only next to Durga in
importance. Ganga is praised as the best of all tirthas
and paying obeisance to Ganga is considered equivalent
to visiting all tirthas, because all tirthas originated
from Ganga. It further states that Sati who sacrificed
her life was reborn in a half as Ganga while the other
half was later born as Uma. Unlike the other almost
contemporary Brahmavaivarta Purana where Ganga is
portrayed as the wife of Narayana, here she is projected
the wife of Shiva. The Purana states that after the death
of Sati, she appeared before Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva
and stated that she would be united to Shiva after being
born as Ganga and then as Uma. Accordingly, Sati’s
one half was born to Himalayas and Mena as Ganga,
while the other half was later born as Uma, who Ganga
herself asked Himalayas to marry off to Shiva. When the
devas came to take Ganga to the heaven she followed

them and was united with Shiva in heaven on whose head
she put a garland. Ganga said that she would be present
in both Brahma’s kamandula and with Shiva in Kailasa. In
the former it would be her invisible self while she herself
in her full form would be with Shiva. Shiva promised that
she would always hold Ganga on his head and proceeded
to Kailasa with Ganga on his head. This is all the more
strengthened by Naryana referring to Ganga as Sati in this
point.

She also retains a strong connection with Hari
or Narayana. As Hari was mesmerized by a musical
performance in Vaikunta he was turned to a liquefied
state that flooded Vaikunta. Brahma who had Ganga in his
kamundula touched Hari in his liquefied form who thus
in this way sanctified Ganga by entering her. Also when
Vishnu in the Vamana avatara managed to send Bali to the
nether world by claiming the whole world with his three
strides, his foot remained in the sky to which Ganga took
resort. However it is Shiva whose relationship with Ganga
is the most intimate. If she is the consort of Hari in some
texts, she is also the shakti of Shiva, if she flows from the foot
of Vishnu, she also moves around in Shiva’s matted locks.
Shiva is called Gangadhara and hence Ganga is his constant
companion. Her avatarana or descent to the earth is a nota
single event, each of Ganga’s waves falls upon Shiva before
reaching the earth. Ganga is considered wife of Shiva and
and hence the co-wife to Parvati. She is also depicted in
sculptures approaching Shiva as a bride, inciting jealousy
in Parvati. At Elephanta, Shiva is represented carrying
Ganga on his head and is depicted as being closer to her
than to Parvati. This tussle between Ganga and Parvati,
also features as a sub-theme in the works of the vernacular
poets, especially in the Mangalakavyas. In Bengal, it is
popular as Durga-Gangar Kondol, that is quarrel between
Ganga and Durga for Shiva and it is a popular theme in
the patachitras where the patuas sing this story as they
unfold the scroll. However the Brihaddharma Purana has
no place for such conflict, as it strives to prove that they are
not different but are actually one. This however is not the
handiwork of the this Purana alone; in the Skanda Purana,
Shiva identifies Ganga with Parvati as the female aspect
of the Divine and it makes it clear that whoever worships
Parvati properly also worships Ganga. This is almost
reiterated in the Brihaddharma Purana as well.

The authors of this Purana were also already aware of
the river Padmavati . In the long Ganga —mahatmya section,
the river was named Jahnvi, after it was swallowed and
released by Jahnu and flows south following the sound of
Bhagiratha’s conch. She however gets angry when Jahnu’ss
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daughter Padma also blows the conch. She hence curses
the terrified Padma, who then turns to a river and
comes to flow in the east ,while Ganga bends towards
the south, parts from Yamuna and meets the ocean.
Ganga and Padma were not united during the time this
Purana was composed but the flow of Ganga by then
had already started to the south-east. Interestingly, it is
this change that is mapped as a myth in this text. The
confluence of Ganga and Padma; Triveni is declared in
this text as equal to Prayaga and Gangasagara, where she
embraces the sea also receives the status of a great tirtha.

It is to be remembered that there is no such sanctity
attached to the Padmanoristhere any place of pilgrimage
on her banks. This was because from prehistoric times
through the main period of settlement in the delta,
the principal channel of the Ganga flowed down
Bengal’s westernmost corridor through what is now the
Bhagirathi- Hooghly channel. It did not divert eastward
into the Padma until the sixteenth century, long after
the Turkish conquest. Consequently, the river’s sanctity
lingered on in West Bengal, while the eastern part
cut off from the Ganges during the formative period
of Bengal’s encounter with mainland civilization,
remained symbolically disconnected from upper India.
However due to continuous sedimentation the Ganga

gradually began to spill out its former river bed and find
new channels to the east- the Bhairav, the Mathabhanga,
the Garai Madhumati until finally in the late sixteenth
century it linked up with the Padma enabling its principal
course to flow directly into the heart of East Bengal. This
part of the Purana was hence complete before the shift.

The river still remembers, Ganga has not forgotten
anything. Though with times the western arm has receded,
the Hooghly still flows as Bhagirathi. The river keeps her
promise, as she purifies human life from birth to death.
Namami Gange, launched in 2014, under the Ministry of Jal
Shakti, is homage to this river by promising to rejuvenate
the one who has sustained us for thousands of years. The
project comes back to the western arm and Adi Ganga,
the principal arm that once flowed south of what is now
Kolkata through Kalighata and other vibrant settlements
long before it lost its force and narrowed through constant
deposition of silt, tide and also because of the river’s own
eastward movement. Though her past gloryislost, thelocals
still call her Ganga, for she is embedded in the collective
memory as a perpetual purifying presence. No restoration
can bring back her past glory but it can definitely honour
what Bengal never forgot. The river has kept her promise,
the end of the story will reveal whether we choose to keep
ours.
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Jagannath Ghat in Kolkata

A priest doing pinda daan while reading the holy book at the end of the Pitri Paksha at the Ganga,

* Assistant Professor, Department of History, Asansol Girls’ College
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To commemorate the bicentenary of
Rishi
Rajnarayan Basu

Seminar on

“Dwishtoborshe Nobojagoroner

Purdhapurush Rajnarayan”

September 26,2026, |4:00 - 8:00 PM

i A i Bh , Kolkata.
Sti Aurobindo Ayalgho xatd Alongside the seminar, a three-day exhibition titled

< ey .
‘ “Rishi Rajnarayan Basu:
Ele Sankhipto Jibonalekley”
will be held at the same venue.
A >
INSTITUTE OF SOCIAL AND DT nbt.india
CULTURAL STUDIES, INDIA Ay v e o G e

Purvodaya

Lit Fest

25th to 28th November; 2026
— ICCR, Kolkata
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