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River Dialogues*

Kishalay Bhattacharjee–Introduction 

Welcome to a series of talks and dialogues that hopes to challenge the 
imagination of the ‘mainstream’. 

The river conversation is critical in re-evaluating histories, reconnecting 
civilisations, cultures and peoples, ideas and regions and opening streams 
of thought for a future with exciting possibilities. However, why do we need 
to talk about rivers? 

Titash Ekti Nadir Naam is a very well-known film by Ritwik Ghatak, but 
it is also a book written by Adwaita Mallabarman, where he writes, ‘the 
bosom of Bengal is draped with rivers and their tributaries, twisted and 
intertwined, like tangled locks streaked with white foamy waves’, and he 
describes the river like a human being. There are an estimated 71 riverine 
novels written in Bengal. Yet, very few pieces of this literature have come 
from fishermen, boatmen or even floodplains farmers themselves. Padma 
Nadir Majhi published in 1934, is top-quality riverine writing written by 
Manik Bandopadhyay. However, as Adwaita Mallabarman said that for all 
the great artistry, the author of Padma Nadir Majhi came from an educated 
Brahmin family, and knew of the life of the fisherfolk only from the margins. 
It reflected the Brahmin son’s romantic view. Titash… is probably the only 
example of a riverine novel written by a fisherman’s son.

* In Conversation: Shiv Visvanathan; Krupa Ge; Minket Lepcha; and Sarandha Jain. 
Discussion held on 27 September 2019 at the IIC.
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Today’s discussion is an attempt to develop a river imagination and let the 
river speak!

Shiv Visvanathan

Kishalay has the habit of making everything look respectable and serious. 
Actually, we came here to gossip about rivers. Part of this came out of a 
certain dissatisfaction with the fact that everyone thinks that the Ganges 
is the only river. In fact, Diana Eck has this brilliant story about an Indian 
philosopher who goes and looks at the Charles river, turns around to Diana 
and says, ‘Oh, I’m delighted you have a bit of the Ganges even here.’ What 
we are trying to do is to say, can rivers be a new active imagination? Can 
we think of a river as a metaphor? I think one of the things we have to 
do is to look at something which a friend of mine, Ganesh Devy, once 
suggested─can we have a linguistic survey of rivers. The flow of rivers is 
the flow of language, the flow of metaphors. It’s the flow of memories. I 
thought what would be interesting is if we map the rivers of India, purely 
linguistically, in terms of the dialects, in terms of the vernaculars of that 
imagination. I thought, at a time when India seems to think uniformity is the 
only kind of patriotism, diversity might offer interesting prospects. 

In fact, if we look at political theory, in general, we tend to emphasise 
liberty and equality. There’s little place for diversity and fraternity, the 
fraternity of difference. I think in a deep and fundamental way, the myth of 
the river captures the fraternity of difference, the memory of difference, the 
continuity and the unity of difference in different ways. 
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What I thought we’d do is to look at the river, but I want to do it at three 
different levels. One, I want to go back to the kind of work Ivan Ilich did, 
where he said, there’s a difference between water as a part of dream and as a 
part of the unconscious and what modernity produced, which he calls H2O. 
He says between dams and detergents, we have destroyed the rivers as an 
unconscious. Can we recover the river as an unconscious? 

The second thing we hope to do is also to find out something, which 
came partly out of the sad ending of one of the great Gandhian scientists, 
G.D.Aggarwal (G.D.). He said that the Ganges is no longer the Ganges; 
how can you have a river which doesn’t flow, which has 600 dams on it. 
G.D., who was professor at IIT Kanpur, in fact went on a fast, he fasted to 
death. One of the obscene things about this regime is that it let him fast to 
death. A great scientist who actually said that India has stopped thinking 
about the Ganges. How do you think about a river in a different way? It is 
also a question of how do you think about democracy in a different way. 

What we have are three people pretending to be authorities on rivers, who 
are actually going to give us a critique of language and democracy. I hope 
it’s subversive. I hope it’s playful. I also hope it’s an invitation to a different 
kind of thinking. Three of the speakers will present their points of view, and 
then we open it up for discussion. Then one of us will attempt to summarise 
the discussion. However, if it has any kind of flow like the river, it’s going 
to be impossible to summarise. That will be the beauty of it. We shall begin 
with Sarandha. I must add a precaution. Sarandha wrote a book on the 
Yamuna, which she is pretending to disown. Don’t take it too seriously.
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Sarandha Jain 

Thank you, Shiv. So I began my study of the Yamuna river back in 2007 with 
the idea that the linkages of riverfront people with the Yamuna are being 
ruptured, causing a breakdown of riverfront cultures and communities. 
Some of the questions that I had in mind back then were: what associations 
do we uphold with rivers today? What is the significance in our personal 
and collective ecologies? How do they shape our day-to-day chores, as well 
as our overall socio-cultural, spiritual dispositions? 

In this exploration, I came to understand that the Yamuna was not just a 
waterway, but an idea that had many meanings and values, entertaining 
multiple realities. While in a pluralistic society, this multiplicity and fluidity 
is respected and even celebrated; in today’s society, it actually lends itself to 
a lot of contestation and conflict when a uniform idea is imposed on the river. 
Along the river, the riverfront people’s livelihoods, rhythms and lifestyles 
are woven around her. Their day-to-day lives revolve around the moods 
of the river which they understand well, as if the river is conversing with 
them or living with them in their homes. The river stands for much more 
than just water, much more than just a source of livelihood for them. She 
has an emotional power, a philosophical idea. The river is not calculated, 
then, in cubic meters, cusecs, but is gauged through folklore and poetry, 
and everyday practices that reinforce the river’s multi-dimensional role in 
their day-to-day lives. This relationship that riverfront people share with 
their river is not born out of seeing, but out of being. It is not theoretical 
knowledge, it is not studying the river through history and geography. It 
is practical knowledge about how to live harmoniously with this being 
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of water. Theirs is a lifestyle that has remained largely undocumented, in 
the case of the Yamuna, at least. My effort was to describe their rhythms, 
thoughts and feelings vis-à-vis the Yamuna. 

 As changing conceptions of what the Yamuna is, her meaning, the uses the 
Yamuna is put to as well as her terrain, have come under conflict; riverfront 
people are now undergoing the final extinguishing of their last vestiges that 
remained in Delhi, and between when I did my research and now, most of 
them have been displaced. India has opened up new economic avenues and 
special economic zones, malls and highways, world class cities everywhere, 
and so it has stirred up a massive hunger for natural resources which now 
dictates the way we perceive nature. Our relationship is no longer one of 
love and respect, but that of control and command. This has obviously 
stripped the river of her cultural meanings, her emotional power, and her 
philosophical idea. The river in fact is not even an ecological substance 
anymore. She is an economic resource. 

One little note in the middle, I refer to the Yamuna as ‘she’ because that is 
how the riverfront people whom I was doing my ethnography with, refer 
to her and I’m trying to incorporate their perspective into mine. Not only 
is there a cultural disconnect with the river, but also a visual disconnect 
as most access points to the river have been closed. Walls have been built 
on both sides of the river. There are high metal railings on cross bridges, 
embankment after embankment. Therefore, in order to preserve the river, 
the government has managed to actually remove the river from people’s 
imagination. Our visual vocabularies have very little place for the river 
today. Hidden away in one inaccessible corner, the Yamuna is no longer 
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ideated about or even visualised. Are people in Delhi even aware of the 
river? What is their knowledge about her? What is their personal equation 
with her? Is it something that they think about in their day-to-day lives? 
Probably not. 

I really believe that one can’t speak of the Yamuna’s cultures and 
communities today without actually talking about their death, which has 
been administered very systematically by the state. In order to discuss this 
relationship, we need to turn to the riverfront as a concept first, because that 
is a physical space on which the river’s cultures spawn. Also, by killing that, 
by killing the riverfront, one can get rid of these unnecessary communities 
and their cultures as well. 

A few words on the riverfront. The riverfront is a conclave of several 
different elements of nature, where a lot of different species come together: 
land, water, vegetation, fish in the water, their eggs on the beach, spaces 
that are sometimes land and sometimes water, that change with the moods 
of the river. A riverfront is where landscapes and waterscapes congregate. 
Embanking and damming the river means tearing down this entire 
ecosystem, and wiping out its biodiversity. Engineers and bureaucrats have 
literally, my apologies to any engineers and bureaucrats in the room, but 
engineers and bureaucrats have literally stood as embankments between the 
river and her people and animals, preventing them from meeting. In this 
way, a unified ecosystem gets divided into land, water, and people tightly 
split in watertight compartments, land for real estate, water for energy, and 
people for labour, and there’s of course no space for animals. 
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Therefore, the change in river use has brought in uniformity, disallowing 
multiple engagements with the river and imposing one single reality, that of 
a technocratic and consumptive landscape. When stationary land is detached 
from a wandering river, the riverfront has no meaning. When technology 
comes in the way of human interaction with rivers, the riverfront has no 
meaning. Unlike a river, the modern canal is not an ecosystem. It does not 
have an identity emanating from layers of socio-cultural meaning, but is an 
economically viable technological venture. It is abstracted water, strictly 
removed from its ecosystem and tightly directed to yield measurable results. 
The temperamental river bouncing away, chiselling at mountains, nurturing 
communities, gets disciplined to become a canal. The development regime 
has ensured that the river does not meander, because that is not the mark of 
rationality. Rationality runs in straight lines. This linear thinking unable to 
speak the river’s language makes the river talk the language of rationality 
and mathematics, blinkered, uniform, and devoid of diversity. 

The industrialist’s river should be fast, simple, straight, uniform, and inert; 
not slow, complex, meandering, versatile, or alive. The seekers of a well-
behaved waterway do not see themselves as custodians of the floodplains, 
but as beneficiaries of its resources. 

I traveled along the river from Yamunotri to Allahabad. The enormous 
diversity that I saw from the hills to Allahabad was fascinating. I’ll begin 
with the hills. The Yamuna’s floodplains in the Himalayas are home to 
several small communities that practise agriculture, and for each of these 
communities, the Yamuna is mother. They derive their identity from her as 
well as from the Himalayas. However, this way of being serves no purpose 
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to either the state or the market. Obviously, it gets erased over time, as the 
dominant paradigm of knowing rivers through cubic meters takes over. 

Under the current government, I believe the goddess paradigm will remain, 
but only in words, while they continue to dam rivers and cut forests. For most 
people living by and off the Yamuna, the Hindu goddess status, and stories 
about her and Krishna, Shiv, and Kali, all these myths that the Yamuna 
has don’t really matter in their day-to-day lives. What matters to sustain 
their cultural links with the Yamuna is whether the Yamuna is allowed to 
flow freely, whether she’s clean, whether they are allowed to live there, 
and whether she’s being embanked or not. The mythological stories matter 
only in so far as they shape their festivals, but not in their day-to-day lives, 
except probably in the region of Braj, where her religiosity is of supreme 
importance even in the day-to-day. 

Then, of course, in the foothills, there’s Kalsi, which is famous for the rock 
edict with Buddhist inscriptions from the Ashokan era. Then she flows by 
the Sikh religious place of Paonta Sahib, also in Himachal Pradesh. This 
place gained prominence because Guru Gobind Singh was so mesmerised 
by the beauty of this river that he made it his home for some time. So, 
you see how many different schools of philosophy, different lifestyles and 
occupations the river has been home to, which will be erased once you turn 
it into a canal. 

Then comes the tragedy of the Tajewala barrage in Yamuna Nagar, in 
Haryana. This divides all the river water into the Eastern Yamuna Canal and 
the Western Yamuna Canal. In a lean season, no water is allowed to flow 
downstream of this barrage. Therefore, there are several patches of the river 
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that are completely dry in the summer. Hence, this Tajewala Barrage is, I 
would say, the most damaging structure on the river. 

Finally, she staggers her way into Delhi, where she is stopped by the 
Wazirabad Barrage, yet again for the ever-growing megalopolis with 
insatiable demands that we have. Again, no water is allowed to flow 
downstream in the lean season. Yet, you still see water. If you go to the 
Yamuna, if you manage to defy those walls and somehow get to the Yamuna 
in Delhi, you still see water. This water is actually our sewage, it is our 
sewage flowing in the riverbed of the Yamuna. It is not the Yamuna’s water 
at all. 

Krupa Ge 

As an urban person from Madras, for me, the relationship with the river was 
non-existent. Basically, we have three rivers in Madras. The Adyar, which is 
actually to me an area in Madras, and we refer to it only as there’s an Adyar 
Aavin booth and there’s an Adyar bus stop. Then, there’s an Adyar, all the 
hip clubs, etc., that’s Adyar for me. 

Then we have the Cooum. The Cooum stinks. That is its primary identity in 
Madras. If you said a bad word, or if you spoke filth, they’d say your mouth 
is like the Cooum. Or, if your house is not clean, they say your house is like 
the Cooum. Then we have a third river that almost all of us who are on the 
southern part of the city, and who are on the slightly upper class, upper caste 
part of the city don’t even talk about or think of as being part of the city 
called the Kosasthalaiyar, which runs through the northern part of the city. 
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I did not know about the rivers much at all, until one of the rivers came 
home, to visit us. In 2015, there is this tank called the Chembarambakkam 
tank, which was built in the Pallava era and it’s been around and been sort of 
extended. It’s the size of multiple football grounds now, and it’s a reservoir. 
Due to the El Nino and a couple of other reasons that year in 2015, this huge 
cloud just went and sat on top of Chembarambakkam and refused to move 
and there was a cloudburst on top of the reservoir. We had a government 
that was run by what was called an Iron Lady back then, Ms Jayalalitha, 
who is no more. People were waiting for something to come from above, 
some sort of a nod and they just waited until too late, and then realised that 
there’s no point waiting, and then they just opened the reservoir. 

That is when actually for the first time in my life, I understood what cusec 
is, and what all of this means because suddenly they were saying that 23,000 
cusecs of water is flowing. You don’t know what 23,000 cusecs of water is, 
until you realise it’s six feet of water inside your living room while your 
father’s inside. 

It was in the middle of the night when my father was sleeping, that they 
heard a knock, the neighbour came in and said, there’s water in my house. 
My mother said, there’s no water in my house. The next thing, two seconds 
later, was that they were standing in six feet of water, nearly six feet of water, 
and they just ran out of the house. We had no warning whatsoever. That’s 
when I started to work on it, once the floods came and went; it was kind of 
tragic, we lost everything. My parents had to move and live in somebody 
else’s house for some time. That’s when I started to study the rivers, and 
wanted to really understand why it came into my house, first of all. I didn’t 
even know we live that close to the river. Apparently, we did. We were 
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living not even a few 100 meters away from the river. The river literally 
flows there. However, like she said, it’s just sewage. All I know every time 
I pass through the river, the canals, anywhere in Chennai, I think that’s just 
garbage, I smell something bad. I just look away. Every time you cross a 
bridge, you’re crossing a river in your own city. Your city is built on top of 
rivers, perhaps your home is built on top of rivers and lakes. This is the story 
of every city. This is the story of India’s first city as well, which is Madras.

The city itself was born on the banks of the Cooum. They say that the city 
is called Madras, because there was a fisherman who was called Madrasan, 
who lived on the banks of the Cooum and had a plantation or a garden. 
He gave that land to the English Dorai to build his factory, on the promise 
that the city would be named after him, which was how the city was called 
Madrasa Pattinam. The Chennappa Naicker were the kings then, and that is 
how the city then became Chennai as well. These are some of the lore that 
we have associated with the city. 

Thus, we have a city that is first in the country and we have a river on its 
banks, and the city is born; but nobody really knows about that since people 
in Madras won’t respect the Cooum because it’s just garbage right now. 

Then there’s the Adyar, which came into my house, on whose banks the 
Battle of Adyar was fought 300 years ago. If the Battle of Adyar hadn’t 
been fought, there would be no India in my opinion, because the Battle of 
Adyar was fought between the French, Captain Paradise and the East India 
Company’s ally, Mehfooz Khan, who was the Nawab of Arcot’s heir. They 
were both fighting inside the Adyar River; it’s called the Battle of Adyar, 
and there’s a Dubash called Ananda Ranga Pillai, who’s written several 
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diary entries from the 1700s, and we read from his diary entries that this 
battle actually happened inside of various water bodies in Madras, in the 
Nungambakkam tank, in the Cooum, in Mylapore, in Adyar, in all of these 
places, inside water bodies; and in effect, in this battle, about 300 people 
from the French side had defeated a 30,000 strong army, just because they 
were more disciplined than the Indian guys. 

The British suffered a really bad defeat, but that’s where they learnt that if 
they raised their own sepoys, and have their own army, they’d be able to 
beat the locals hands down with their kind of discipline. That’s how they 
started. It was after the battle of Adyar that the East India Company started 
to raise sepoys of its own. That really changed how their relationship with 
India was. 

The third river is the Kosasthalaiyar, which is predominantly still surrounded 
by the fishing community of Chennai, and where there are multiple coal 
plants now. The Kosasthalaiyar winds through backwaters, beautiful 
backwaters called Ennore, 8000 acres of it, and then goes into the ocean.

The government just erased some part of it in a map, some years ago, and 
then decided to build coal plants on it. If you go to Ennore, the place that 
these British officers referred to as a resort, where they fished and where 
they ate prawns and fish and all of that— it looks like apocalypse right 
now. There’s just ash everywhere you look. I couldn’t tell sand from ash 
there, I thought it was all just white-coloured sand when I went there, and 
it was just ash. There is ash everywhere. In fact, they say that there’s ash 
inside the lungs of people who live there in those villages. There’s ash in 
the groundwater, and there’s ash in the fish and the prawns that live there. 
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However, the Kosasthalaiyar river is important, not just to the Indian story, 
but also to the story of human civilisation itself, because on the banks of the 
Kosasthalaiyar river, we found stone implements that belong to mankind 
that are so old, that there is nothing older than that outside of Africa, 
anywhere. We are talking several hundred thousand years old. This is a 
river that has thrived and on whose banks, civilisation has been around for 
nearly 300,000 years. This finding was astounding, even for archaeologists, 
when they realised that it’s even older than Israel. Even in Africa, they don’t 
find something this old anymore. They don’t know if this actually came 
from Africa, or if their ancestors or their offspring made it here. However, 
it’s that old. 

That riverbank is dying right now. The people who lived there, and who 
have thrived. We’ve lived there and thrived for hundreds of thousands of 
years. We are just laying the river to waste, we’re just going about killing 
the river basically. When I went in to find the story of the flood, I came 
back with the story of the rivers and then I came back with the story of the 
country and of the civilisation because like both of them said, that’s what it 
is. The river is not just a water body that is just flowing, it’s stories. It’s also 
imagination. My mind boggles to think that people had trade relationships 
in Tamilnadu, much before anywhere else with the Romans. 

We continue to find at Keeladi, all kinds of interesting things but what 
happens when we stop thinking of rivers as actually flowing things that 
need to be allowed to flow, and start to dam them. One, we lose all of these 
stories, we lose our connections with them. Two, is also that they can come 
back to bite us. 
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Thus, the reservoir became our nemesis. Madras has the worst water crisis 
you can think of  in the country, among the worst. I have grown up only having 
bucket baths, I have not had the luxury of a shower. If you’re in Madras, 
the luxury of a shower does not exist. I’ve grown up, standing in queues for 
water tanks, I’ve grown up with the sounds of ‘Thani vandachu—–water 
has come’ all the time. This is just like, ‘water has come’, it’s like when the 
power goes and then you’re happy the power has come, that’s how it is for 
us with water. Then, for us to see so much water, and then all of it going to 
waste during the floods was like a wake-up call. 

The river, it’s a bit of a cheesy thing to say, but the river is trying to talk to 
us. I think we should listen. We should wake up and see where we’re going 
wrong. I think where we are going wrong is in not allowing the rivers to be. 
We should just stop killing them and the people who live along the rivers. 

I would just like to close with one of the reasons why I did not know that 
there was a river so close to my house was also because of caste. Rivers 
in urban spaces are also a very interesting space, because what the middle 
class wants is waterfronts, to go walking, and to go jogging, to have a view 
and all of that. However, the riverfront is also, in Madras especially and I’m 
sure it is in most places, home to the most marginalised across the country. 

In Chennai right now we have this thing where everybody’s saying, let’s 
clean up the rivers. What does the cleaning up of the river, and what does 
letting the river flow mean? Does that mean you take everybody who’s lived 
around that river, who could possibly be the oldest inhabitants of the city, 
who possibly have been living there forever, since before the city was even 
founded, and putting them in wetlands far away from the city, which is what 
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is happening. You are displacing the poorest of the poor from horizontal 
slums and putting them in vertical slums far away, so that they have to 
commute several hours every day back into the city to work, and they lose 
the idea of being the city person, that itself is stolen from them, the identity 
of being from the city and being from around the rivers, part of several 
generations of people who live in Madras. These are people who have 
settled there or who have settled there for a reason and for generations, and 
they’re just being uprooted. All this for the dream of being able to go for a 
jog in the morning along the river; it just doesn’t seem worth it, to me.

Minket Lepcha 

I don’t know where to start, but back in 2008, I had come to IIC, to see 
the exhibition of the river Volga. I was there as an observer looking at the 
beautiful exhibition of the river Volga and the people related; and now it’s 
almost 10 years, I’m here talking about the river Teesta. It’s been quite a 
long journey. 

I might as well tell my story, because the journey that I’ve gone through itself 
is like a river. I was working in Delhi, and I have studied in Delhi and was 
working in a very good firm like Ogilvy and Mather and promoting brands 
like Coca Cola, etc. Back in 2007, I knew a beautiful lady, Miss Dickey 
who is from my tribe. We are the indigenous tribe called the Lepchas, from 
Sikkim and the Darjeeling mountains. She just mentioned the fact that there 
were a lot of dams coming up in Sikkim. I started following this blog called 
the Weeping Sikkim Blog Spot. Then, I came to realise that these dams were 
actually coming on the river Teesta, which happens to be very holy for the 
Lepchas, the community that I come from. That opened up a kaleidoscope 
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of who I was, because I did not know that actually, we have our guardian 
deities and the mountain Kanchenjunga is one of our big brothers. So, the 
story started unfolding. 

That made me question who am I ? I’m not a person working in Delhi, and 
neither am I studying in Darjeeling, and so on and so forth. Then, I went to 
Dzongu. Dzongu is a place where most of the Lepchas actually live now, 
because we are very scattered and what are called one of the vanishing 
tribes. So, our language is endangered, and we don’t have a spoken language 
especially in Darjeeling and in West Bengal. So, I went to Dzongu and I got 
really connected with the place not because of the place, but because of the 
people and how they were referring to the river Teesta, as the mother and 
the father. So, we have a male river too, unlike the Brahmaputra; thus, the 
Brahmaputra is not the only male river. 

That made me feel that I really need to go and start documenting these 
stories, because these stories are something which I really wanted to hear 
from the elders, but it did not happen. Therefore, I came back again, trying 
to get jobs, started working again. During that time, there was a headline in 
The Times of India saying that the last shaman of the Lepcha community, 
who prays to the garden deities of Kanchenjunga, the White Mountain, is 
no more. So one colleague asked me, what are you going to do? That was 
another nudge again. I did not have an answer to that. It was 2010. 

Slowly, I realised that the kind of work I was doing, was fighting the wrong 
battle. It eventually just happened. I just followed my heart and quit my job 
and went back home. I got an opportunity to document a lot of stories from 
North Sikkim, where I got these whole wonderful stories about Yeti, and 
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how Yeti’s sister was the river Teesta, and Yeti’s brother was Ginger. What 
I’ve always heard about Yeti is that he is just like a snowman and a monster. 
However, for us, especially the Lepchas, Yeti was like a guardian deity, he 
used to guard the mountains and the forests. That led me through a process 
of deconstruction of the thoughts of what I’ve been studying, and what I 
was exposed to. 

Documenting all by yourself is quite an expensive job. I documented with 
the organisation called Acoustic Traditional, but I had to survive, having quit 
the job. Again, I went back to promoting local artisans and small farmers. 
I think when I was interacting with these farmers, I also came to know 
how connected they are with nature and the community and how for them, 
the river is just not the way we discuss it. For them, the river is a source 
of survival. For them, the river is probably a small lake or a pond or holy 
water deities. They had this whole new different language that they were 
talking, and I was really fascinated by the reverence they had with nature 
around. Slowly, and gradually, I started documenting the shamans, and the 
traditional wisdom opened up, and how, for us, it was not just a narrative of 
water or a river, but about deities, about the species around it, and the kind 
of plants that grow. 

I felt like the whole beautiful colours of an ecosystem were coming out 
through these stories, and the kind of language that they were speaking 
had relations─like a brother and a sister. One of the shamans told me, you 
just think that sand is one, but for us, sand is like the Seven Sisters. This 
kind of language that they were speaking made me feel that the connection 
they had, I would say not very educated people, was so beautiful and wise. 
Then again, I could not promote and survive on local farmers and artisans 
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because I was taking care of the store, as the rent was very high. So I had to 
quit that work with constant strikes that happen in Darjeeling, and I started 
teaching. 

That is the time I started exploring this whole understanding of the river, 
and the whole sharing of shaman stories with the children, and how they 
also started connecting with the river. In 2015, maybe because of my 
documentation and what I was doing, I got an opportunity to make the film 
called Voices of Teesta. I actually went to one of the sources of the river 
Teesta, till Kalijhora, that is where the mountain communities end. The 
stretch that documented different communities around the river Teesta was 
to show the diversity we have in that stretch too. We have been generalising 
rivers for so long, but the diversity and beauty in these communities were 
not really documented. 

Therefore, I documented this old shaman, who was around 80 years old. 
Before the interview, he sang the song of the river Teesta. He told me this 
is the song of origins. So, as he sang the song, there was this beautiful story 
about how the river Teesta is very violent by nature. Even if you go by the 
history or the geography, you will find that the river Teesta has had a lot 
of stories of havoc that have been created in the 1880s and then the 1950s, 
stories of how the bridge of the river Teesta was literally swept away with 
the flood that came by.

This folklore actually talks about a big flood and that the river Teesta always 
is not the river Teesta for the Lepchas, it is the Rangeet and Rongnue. All 
our rivers begin with R, and the Rangeet is the male and the Rongnue is 
the female. When he told me that this is the story of the origins of the river, 
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I thankfully managed to document it in a film, but just two years ago, he 
passed away. 

I would like to say, as I am standing here and talking about the river Teesta, 
I come from Darjeeling and I was introduced as born and brought up in the 
river Teesta, that in my house, we buy water. That’s one. Secondly, when I 
was growing up, we used to go to carry water from the taps and all that. So, 
I think it’s not about seeing the river anymore. It’s about feeling the river. 
For me, the closest river that I feel right now is in my system in the form of 
blood. Perhaps, we are missing this kind of feeling . 

I started documenting the stories. Film is one such medium where we get 
information, which is nice, but I still felt like there is this connection that 
we are losing with the river,. Since, I had this whole collection of beautiful 
stories, I started using this as a workshop where I try to speak with small 
children by asking them which river do you come from? I think we always 
ask which place do you come from, which is your village? However, we 
never really ask which river do we come from? So I guess that question 
really opens up the idea of whether we really belong to a river because 
somebody as a child once told me, I don’t belong to a river because I don’t 
see a river. Having said that, I just asked him, so what happens when there is 
no water in your tap. So slowly, they start revealing. Then they start thinking 
about the tap, then the water source, and so on, and so forth. 

Therefore, I guess the whole idea of the journey. For me, I felt it is really 
a time to talk about rivers, especially the local rivers, because one of the 
reasons why I go to different schools and start talking about the river Teesta 
is to help children find their own rivers. We don’t have a textbook which 
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talks about our rivers. We know the Caspian Sea, the Red Sea, probably 
the Ganga and the Brahmaputra, but the main reason for me to start doing 
this storytelling was to talk about having a sense of the importance of your 
local rivers, the local sources of water; then we will probably respect the 
Ganga. We don’t know which river we come from which runs just next to 
the window. Children are told not to look out of the window, but just see 
the book which writes about the Ganga. Is that where our contradiction of 
connecting with our rivers comes from? 

My dream has been hopefully, for some time now, to document children’s 
perspective of rivers. I hope to present that perspective, because I think we 
need to hear the children now. 

Shiv Visvanathan

We have three beautiful stories. In fact, I am reminded about what Ramu 
Gandhi once told me. He said Indians don’t need to psychoanalyse 
themselves, they just have to flow down a river. I think in a way, he said that 
these creation myths give you a different sense of identity, and I think we’re 
exploring that in a very beautiful way. So what I’m going to do is open up 
to a few questions, which allow you to expand the point you might want to 
make? Just address it to the person you want to.

Audience

My question is mainly for Sarandha… you said that engineers and 
bureaucrats got tired of the meandering river; I am not an engineer nor am I 
a bureaucrat, I teach literature. I don’t know much about rivers also, in that 
sense, and don’t know anything about engineering or bureaucracy. However, 
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I am a resident of Delhi, and I have been most of my life. Incidentally Old 
Delhi, Shahjahanabad, and my question begins from there historically. At 
least vis-à-vis Delhi and most of the cities of the world and India, cities were 
located till say, the 18th century on the river. The river was the centre of its 
life. The Mughal King would give his darshan to the populace facing the 
river, and there would be recreational activities, it was the centre of life and 
that’s what kept it alive in that sense also. There is this interesting piece I 
read in The Guardian a couple of years ago, where part of the argument that 
was made was that the British, by moving the capital away to Delhi, shifted 
the focus away from the river. The Thames was cleaned up when the filth, 
the smell of the filth reached the Parliament. Over here, it’s not possible, 
however stinky the river might get, it will never reach the Parliament. 

My question is that, you were saying that it is actually trying to take the 
meandering river into control that has resulted in this. I think you were 
reflecting on understanding the problems with the barrage, and the water 
which has been stopped, and therefore the attempt is to stop the river from 
meandering, if I understand you correctly. I think the other side of it, if 
you look at Europe, and all the big cities, which still have rivers flowing 
right through the middle, perfectly clean rivers compared, at least, to our 
rivers, then how I understand the problem is that perhaps, wouldn’t it have 
been better to actually directly take the meandering river into control and to 
embank it, because then that allows you to have the city actually continue 
around the river itself, to have the city on its very embankments, in fact, the 
riverfront right in the centre of the city. Whereas here, by moving the centre, 
the main capital away from the riverbed, and then letting the poorest of the 
poor live there, and to hide it, therefore, then what in fact has happened is 
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that the river has been forgotten, it’s the stinkiest part of the city, the home 
to the poorest, whereas …..

Shiv – I think the question is meandering a bit. 

Sarandha Jain

I get your point. I really don’t believe in universal solutions. There is no 
one solution for all the thousands of rivers that we have on this planet. India 
cannot do what Europe has done because our ecology is different. Even 
within India, we cannot have the same solution for all the rivers as every 
river has its own ecology, and whatever architecture, urban planning, etc, 
that we have, has to respect the local ecology. Indian rivers become double, 
triple in the monsoon. Now if you embank them, they will flood. European 
rivers are not like that. You cannot embank monsoonal rivers. Where is 
that extra water going to go? Inside people’s homes. So, that’s simply not a 
good solution. In fact, that has caused a lot of ecological devastation; more 
than pollution, it is dams and embankments that cause irreversible damage, 
because they can really destroy the ecological hotbed that the riverfront is. 

The other thing is that Delhi has had several cities before Shahjahanabad. 
The number by and large is seven, but including the minor settlements goes 
up to 15-20. These were not by the Yamuna River. Some were, most of 
them were on the ridge. The interesting part is now that all the 15 to 20 
drains that we now call drains that take our sewage into the Yamuna, these 
were all actually rivers, little streams that were flowing from the Aravallis, 
through the ridge forest, into the Yamuna. So, here’s the Yamuna and these 
were perpendicular. All the cities in Delhi that were built before respected 
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this geology. The British did not. They constructed New Delhi and the 
roads over these nallahs, and they turned them into nallahs. Sarojini Nagar, 
Defence Colony, they’ve all been constructed on nallahs. Now this kind of 
architecture is obviously not sustainable. Then you do end up making the 
river a depository or repository of all things dirty, like you’re saying, which 
it doesn’t need to be. You can have agriculture and whatever else that people 
want. There’s a Haathi Basti over there, elephants used to live there. There 
were dairies, there was farming. There were all kinds of different ghats, the 
Nigambodh Ghat for a specific purpose, there was Kudsia Ghat for worship. 
People go to the river for all kinds of things, you can still maintain that and 
have the city a little away. If you have the river right in the middle of the 
city, you’re going to have to embank it and that is going to cause problems 
ecologically. It’s not sustainable for north Indian rivers at least.

Audience

All your stories were beautiful, and thank you very much. However, I have 
a very political question, because rivers are about politics. Shiv has lived 
in Ahmedabad. You have the model of the Sabarmati Bank, which is the 
great development model. I know Benares very well, and there is talk of 
attempting that in Varanasi. There is a particular Mahanta of a temple on the 
Tulsi Ghat, who is in a rage about it. I’ve never really understood whether 
that is because of his own control of certain ghats. All of you have lovely, 
beautiful stories. However, people seem to be delighted with these river 
banks, with these concrete constructions. It’s just the original inhabitants 
who get moved away. Reflections from anyone? I’d love to hear Shiv also 
on this afterwards.
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Minket Lepcha

I don’t know if I can justify this, but I can just tell you there are 36 dams 
on the river Teesta. I got an opportunity to go to Bangladesh and see the 
river Teesta from Bangladesh, too. There are different stories in different 
patches I see; especially in Dzongu, there were Lepchas saying we don’t 
want the dams, because when we die, our spirit goes to this river and that 
is very important and our sources are really drying up. However, there are 
a lot of people who want the dam, of course, because of the concept of 
development. So, development for them means roads and so on. 

In West Bengal, the stories are different. In West Bengal, because of a very 
contested political scenario, most of the roads there are not so great. There 
is a village called Suruk and Samthar where people used to travel through 
a wire, literally a wire bridge. When the dam started coming, the first thing 
they said— the politics of language— they didn’t say, it was the dam, they 
said that the road is going to get built. So when the promise of roads comes 
by, the first thing that they will say is yes to it. However, when they saw, it 
was not the road, it was something else. There are a lot of cases of public 
hearing and conversation and environment assessment reports, which don’t 
go up to the high level; by the time it goes up it’s a different scenario. So 
that’s one. 

When I went to Bangladesh, I showed the film to my friends there, they 
were really surprised to see those dams because for them it was just Teesta 
barrage. They also complained that during the monsoon season, the Teesta 
barrage opens up and creates floods. During winter, the downstream 
remains dry. Another thing I saw was this whole concept of ‘chaur’, because 
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this island and the stories that they have with the island are so different. 
When this flood comes, their lands are swept away, their crops are gone. 
These displaced people are swept away of their identity. One of these guys 
came up to me and said, I did not know there were so many dams. All I 
thought was there is just the Teesta barrage that was causing these problems 
in Bangladesh. So for me, these are different stories in different political 
scenarios, and how it changes. I just felt that it is the same river and how we 
see it differently. Bangladeshis sees it differently. 

For example, Mahakali, the way the Mahakali river comes from Nepal and 
enters India, and again goes to Nepal, and again comes to India. Then we 
are fighting in terms of the country, but we forget it’s the same river. So I 
guess that’s one aspect I can share. 

Shiv Visvanathan

Do you want to add to it? 

Sarandha Jain

Yes, this is my favourite topic! So in my ethnography, the people who are 
very happy with riverfront development are the urban middle classes and 
upper classes, because they don’t access the river otherwise. My research 
was also on the heels of the Commonwealth Games. There was a lot of 
euphoria about Delhi as a city and claiming the identity of being a Delhiite, 
and suddenly having a river to go to and a river front to jog on became an 
interesting thing to do, which Delhiites never did before. 
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However, there were people who were being displaced. These were farmers, 
there were priests, coin divers, boatmen, slum dwellers, they were obviously 
not at all pleased with the idea. The Commonwealth Games Village and the 
Akshardham temple, both of these were built on land that was snatched 
away from farmers with no compensation. And both of these were built 
within the 300 meter range of the river, which is illegal. So really, all of this 
comes….

Audience

Can I interrupt? I’ve been in European cities, I’ve seen the Danube run 
through cities, and I’m sure there was some level of movement of people. 
We’ve seen European cities, you have in London the Thames running 
through, there must have been some removal of the original inhabitants at 
some point.

Sarandha Jain

Like the very idea of original inhabitant itself can be problematised, because 
people are constantly moving. A lot of the people who live by the Yamuna 
are migrants, they have not lived there for centuries, and a lot of them have 
lived there for centuries. So populations do move, cultures change, cities 
change. The point is not so much for me to preserve any one particular type 
of riverfront culture, or create a time capsule and always make it like that or 
let that remain. The point is ecological democracy, where no one group can 
manipulate what the river becomes, and no one group can organise itself in 
a way so that other groups don’t have access to the river. Of course, also 
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ecological democracy isn’t just about people being equal, but also other 
species, so it’s species justice as well. As long as you have that, change is 
welcome.

Shiv Visvanathan

Actually I was interested in the language all of you use because I think you 
speak a certain kind of commodity language of the river. It reminded me 
of one of the last interviews I had with Dharam Pal. Dharam Pal who was 
supposed to be close to the RSS once told me something strange. He said, 
the BJP will never clean the Yamuna. I said, why, just to tempt him. He said, 
as long as you think like a nation state, you have no sense of a civilisation. 
And as long as you have no sense of a civilisation, we have no sense of a 
river. When a nation state speaks, it speaks development, it speaks security. 
Allowing for a civilisation gives you a language of vernaculars? The river 
is already democratic in a way no nation state can imagine. It is not a direct 
answer to your question. However, I think it’s very important that the 
language of the river becomes important. In fact, it’s very interesting that 
Martin Heidegger in one of the few essays on the river said, the danger of 
a dam is now that the river looks like an extension of the dam and not vice 
versa. 

So whether it’s your ghat or your dam, I think you have to look at the language 
within which we are articulating these things. Any further questions? 

Audience

I just want to know, is there anything positive in this narrative of rivers?
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Krupa Ge

I think the positive thing is people like us. I’ve met so many people who were 
all sitting together instead of mourning, rivers are gone. But at least we’re 
all in this together. It is also discovering that not everybody is thinking the 
same things; and that there are little movements. For instance, in Madras, 
there’s a Coastal Resource Centre, which is a beautiful organisation that 
works with the coastal communities and they’ve fought for, actually they 
don’t fight themselves, they help the local communities fight for their water 
bodies, be it the beaches, or the ocean, or the rivers or the canals that are 
being polluted by really big people, the biggest people who are benefiting 
from the current dispensation included; fishermen are winning against these 
people. Those kinds of things are sort of heartening to see, that community 
action can still win sometimes against, you might have the might of the 
nation behind you but sometimes when the community comes together and 
says, my grandfather is buried here, I’m not going to let you take this away 
from me, sometimes the courts listen to that, sometimes. So that was my 
only sort of positive experience, other than that it was just all of us sitting 
there and saying what’s going on.

Minket Lepcha

When I made the film, I was told, you made a film on a dead river, and that 
was the beginning of my storytelling. That was the beginning of me sharing 
the folklore of the river Teesta. Whenever I speak to children about the river 
Teesta, they have so many positive stories to say. I think as long as we don’t 
kill the future of children, and start teaching them about the local rivers, I 
feel the river will speak someday.
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Audience

I was just thinking further to what Shiv had just said, that one of the things 
that’s coming out of what you’re saying is that there seem to be multiple 
discourses around the river. So there seems to be the people’s discourse, and 
then there’s the nation state’s discourse, and the two just don’t ever seem 
to meet. In some ways, I’m wondering what you feel will be the point at 
which those discourses overlap and the space for conversation. If you think 
about the European example, I agree with Ms Jain, that should actually be 
set aside to some degree because there’s enough work to show that even for 
instance, in Germany, there was quite an elaborate state exercise to clean 
up the river and make it match. David Blackman has done this work, to 
make it match some kind of an idea of what a national river should look like 
or a nation state’s river should look like, and that had its own, I am sure, 
human cost; and of course, environmental costs in that a lot of wetlands 
and bogs and things were drained. So, in fact, that’s an example we don’t 
want to follow, but at the same time I was just thinking and I’m wondering 
whether, again, what you said about environmental justice, what do you feel 
is that space, in which these two discourses or multiple discourses can have 
a conversation. One hears either the discourse of this is a jogging track, and 
so it’s pretty and so therefore, it’s nice, or the other one that we’re losing our 
stories about our connection with rivers which has its own complications 
as well, in the sense of the caste issue that had come up, and so on. So who 
actually lives near the river, who has historically lived near the river? What 
are the inclusions and exclusions there? I was just wondering if you had any 
thoughts about what is the space where we can start? What’s the possible 
space of overlap?
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Shiv Visvanathan

I’ll give you a strange answer. Patrick Geddes, who was the first great 
urban planner we had, and he was a great associate of Peter Kropotkin, 
the anarchist. Reclus, Kropotkin, all were geographers, and they had a 
tremendous impact in early debates on nationalism. Geddes said, what kind 
of science do you teach a child? He advocated geography. He said, if you 
open up with geography, and a geography of the imagination, you get a 
different sense of rivers and ecology. I was just wondering if we are taught 
geography differently in schools, would we have this question? 

Sarandha Jain

Do you want a short answer or a long answer? Well, the short answer is no, I 
don’t think the two discourses meet, of the community and of the state, they 
simply don’t, they’re very much at odds with each other. 

I can elaborate on that, which goes into the long answer. So taking the 
Yamuna as an example, it was open to all, it was open to entertaining 
multiple realities. It invited plural ways of interaction with herself. What the 
state wants is to submit the Yamuna to one reality. Obviously, then, a whole 
lot of other realities lose out. In fact, during my research, all these different 
communities, that were friends, that were cohabiting harmoniously, were 
actually later fighting against each other, because whose idea will win, who 
will get to stay there and who will be removed, they were pitted against 
each other. Of course, little did they know that all of them were going to be 
removed. So, the state or the market will then decide who the Yamuna will 
be used by, because their narrative is one of use, which is fundamentally 
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at odds with a narrative of engagement. Therefore, who the Yamuna will 
be reserved for will then be decided by the state and the market together. 
Alongside that, the fate of thousands of dependents on the river gets decided 
by them as well, which is not participatory governance, it is not democratic, 
it is not ecologically friendly either. Because you’re not looking at either 
the people or the environment, you’re only looking at profit and that kind 
of thing.

Shiv Visvanathan

I think it’s fascinating. I think rivers demand both science and storytelling. 
I think we’ve got to mix them, all three. I think what is also interesting is that 
today we can use the language of rivers to rethink democracy. I mean, just 
the word like resource, I remember one economist told me, the genocidal 
coefficient of the word resource runs through a few 100 million. You use 
the word resource, you think differently about things. I think in a way, what 
we had here is the language of three imaginations. A way of looking at the 
middle class, and how it has to transcend this imagination. 

There are fascinating possibilities. I hope we can play with it further in the 
next round. Thank you.

Kishalay Bhattacharjee

Thank you so much.

Let me invoke my river friend Parineeta Dandekar because she sent 
something she wanted me to read out which answers one of the questions.
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Parineeta says that it is in times such as these that the literature of Bibhuti 
Bhushan Bandopadhyay, Adwaita Mallabarman the songs of Bhupen 
Hazarika, or Jasimuddin, the poems of Tagore, Jibanananda Das, epics 
like Meghdootam, or Silapatikaram, or Ganga Lahari, the devotional songs 
of Thyagaraja, the movies of Ritwik Ghatak, all assume the role of an 
invaluable legacy, a cultural and ecological archive, which is at once alive 
and flowing.

Parineeta has written a lot on water and rivers and she says while working 
on ecology, she has now started enjoying and working on the ‘Bhav-taal’ 
of rivers. I think that is what we want to discuss in the following editions. 
Thank you so much. Thank you, Minket, Krupa, Shiv, Sarandha for being 
here. And thank you, everyone.
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