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Abstract  

The article presents the dispute between India and Bangladesh over sharing the Ganges 

river waters and the nationalist metaphors of the same in both the countries. The paper 

also shows that the dispute over water resources in this area is not only a techno political 

tangle, but a tangle of words, ideas, and concepts, which has created self-locked positions 

that makes the conflict resolution more difficult and how such resolution in South Asia 

today necessitates a different regional policy of common water resource management. 

The present work seeks the notion of how nationalist language has been a tedious hold 

off in conceptualizing, framing and strategizing the common water management 

resolution.  

 
Introduction  

Water, as a life-creating, life-supporting and life-enhancing resource, 

poses the biggest challenge of all natural resources because it has no 

replacement and is not internationally traded like oil, gas and mineral 

ores. This makes adaptation to water scarcity more onerous.
1
 Two-thirds 

of our planet is covered with water, yet the portion of the world 

population living in water-stressed condition is set to rise in an ever 

growing nature. Water shortages are already bringing the battle between 

water conservation and economic development into sharp relief.
2
 Against 

this background, shared water has increasingly become a divisive issue 

in the inter-country and intra-country context. In the regions with 

politically overlapping boundaries, intra-country water conflicts assumed 

inter-country dimensions. Conflict over sharing Ganges water resources 

is such an issue. The use of a common resource like the water of a multi-

riparian river is beset with conflicting problems. The Indo-Bangladesh 

dispute over sharing of the Ganges waters is as old as the British colonial 

rule in this region and got a momentum with the partition of the 

subcontinent. The conflict was aggravated with the commissioning of 

Farakka Barrage in 1975 by India to divert the Ganges waters to the 

Bhagirathi River to improve the navigation status of Kolkata Port. In 
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spite of framing India-Bangladesh Joint Rivers Commission and the 

signing of accords, memorandum of understandings and agreements on 

waters sharing issues the problem literally remained unresolved till the 

Ganges Water Sharing Treaty in 1996. Interestingly the treaty has been 

proved more political then technocratic. It postulated an understanding 

that commissioning of Farakka Barrage was not only a techno-political 

twist, but a twist of words, ideas and strategies that resulted in creating 

only self-locked positions.
3
 Bangladesh claimed earlier that as an upper 

riparian country India was deliberately depriving her of the Ganges 

waters which is the life blood for the country both ecologically and 

economically. India‘s propelling force behind all her endeavour and 

concerted action directed to keep going the Kolkata Port which played 

and still does a vital role in the social and economic development of vast 

hinterland.
4
  

Water itself in the internal politics of India has become one of the 

decisive factors. Water resource development activity in India at various 

levels: national, state and local is now of late has become a controversial 

issue. The controversy is ultimately political, insofar as it involves power 

relations among societal interests and contention among ideas about 

nationalism, provincialism and sub regionalism which mark the elite 

politics of water and the type of development that India in particular and 

the region of South Asia in general is experiencing.
5
 Therefore, the 

dispute around water sharing issues between India and Bangladesh or pre 

independent Bangladesh is something more than merely a creation of the 

India-Pakistan rivalry or India‘s big brother attitudes towards 

Bangladesh.
6
 The paper explores that the multidimensional political 

perceptions during colonial and post colonial era involved in the water 

resource management illustrates how the nationalist metaphors of the 

language remain as a guiding force of the conflict on Ganges waters.  

The Ganges Basin: River Systems and Water Diversion 

No river has kindled Man‘s imagination like the Ganges... Since Vedic 

times from 1000 BC Indian thought has provided the elements with 

human counterparts. This personification, in the form of myth, allows 

humans some resource from the otherwise malevolent forces of nature. 

People pray not to water but to the life within the water.7 

Ganges is an international river and its basin is distributed over four 

countries- China, Nepal, India and Bangladesh. Unlike many other major 

rivers of the world, Ganges is not just a river, but a river system. Its basin 

area is about 1.095 million km
2
, of which India has the largest share of 

79%. Bangladesh and China each shares about 4% of the basin; the 

remaining 13% is in Nepal. The river originates at an elevation of 7,000 
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m in Gangotri, Uttar Kashi district of India on the Southern slope of the 

Himalayas. From its origin Ganges traverses South and South-Eastward 

in India for about 2,240 km. Some of the major tributaries of Ganges are 

the Yamuna, Chambal, Himdar, Betwa, and the Ken from south and 

Ramganga, Gomoti, Gandak, Ghaghara, Kosi, and Bagmati from the 

north.  

About 18 km below Farakka it forms the common boundary 

between India and Bangladesh.
8
 After flowing southeastwardly and 

further downstream, it takes an easterly direction through India Ganges 

finally flows to the border of Bangladesh. The total length of the Ganges 

River before emptying into Bay of Bengal is about 2,560 km. The river 

Bhagirathi Hooghly, on which the port of Calcutta is situated, begins 

from the south bank of the Ganges a short distance above the point of 

entry of the river into Bangladesh. About 451 million people (estimate 

based on population census 2001) in the basin area are directly or 

indirectly dependent on the water and other services of the Ganges 

River.
9
 Eleven miles below Farakka, the Ganges enters into Bangladesh.  

Ganges forms a boundary of 80 miles in Bangladesh with India and after 

some 70 miles more it joins the Brahmaputra-Yamuna at Goalanda. 

Before that, two more tributaries join the Ganges: the Mahananda, partly 

in India and partly in Bangladesh, and the Atrai, which is entirely in 

Bangladesh. The combined course of the Ganges and the Brahmaputra 

takes the name Padma. The Padma joins the river Meghna a few miles 

downstream and then the confluence merges into the Bay of Bengal. 

Flow of Ganges River is highly seasonal. Therefore, the 

fundamental problem of land and water resources development in the 

Ganges basin arises from highly seasonal nature of the flow in the river. 

In addition to natural seasonality, expansion of irrigation in the upstream 

basin areas particularly in the Indian states of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar 

has further constrained water availability in the dry season at Farakka. 

On the Ganges and its tributaries, at least thirty four barrages or other 

structures are functional in India and Nepal. The actual amount of water 

is being diverted through these diversion structures are unknown. As 

many as 400 lift irrigation points along the Ganges in the Indian states of 

Uttar Pradesh and Bihar siphon off water between 600m
3
/sec-1100m

3
/sec 

before the river reaches Farakka.
10

 Therefore, available discharge in the 

lower reaches of the Ganges River has been declining substantially. 

Diversion of water at Farakka through a massive barrage has caused a 

drastic reduction of the Ganges discharge in areas downstream of the 

barrage in India and Bangladesh in the dry season.
11
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Since time immemorial the Ganges water has been of central 

importance to the people of the subcontinent. They have used Ganges 

waters for inland navigation, fishing, timber floating, social, cultural, 

recreational, drinking, religious, and other economic or small scale 

economic purposes. In the recent decades the Ganges waters are no 

longer limited to non-economic and small-scale economic activities. The 

manifold uses of which its water has been put made it an integral part of 

the daily life of its co-riparians. The Ganges water is thus assumed a 

fundamental economic prominence.
12

 

Political Boundaries and the Ganges Water Sharing Disputes  

The India Pakistan boundary was hastily drawn by the English lawyer, 

Cyril Radcliffe, on the map of British-administrated India. The partition 

left the larger part of the Indus Basin in the newly created country but the 

headwaters and main catchment regions mainly in India. The bulk of the 

irrigation canals developed by the Britishers to earn revenue in the form 

of local taxes on water use, as well as more than 80 percent of the 10.5 

million hectares of farmland that those canals irrigated, fell in the part 

that became Pakistan. The new political borders split the basins of all the 

Indus and Ganges system rivers. Any basin‘s integrity is tied to natural 

hydrologic, topographic, physical and other parameters. The political 

division of basins, in addition to carrying risks of water conflict, tends to 

make environmentally prudent water management more challenging.
13

  

This anxiety surfaced more in the problematizion of the ‗two nation 

theory‘ in the attempt to strike a political boundary that left Muslim 

majority Murshidabad in India and Hindu majority Jessore in East 

Pakistan, in order to secure a hydrologically suitable spot for diverting 

Ganges water.
14

 Therefore, the genesis of the proposed dispute got a new 

impetus which was aggravated in course of time. BM Abbas, an eminent 

Bangladeshi river expert opines that the Ganges water sharing disputes 

had its origins in the partition of India in 1947.
15

 The Ganges River 

system was split between east and west with the partition of India. The 

newly born independent nations started formulating separate policies of 

development plans centred on Ganges waters in particular and other 

major rivers of GBM basin in general.   

The Ganges fertilizes a vast tract of land of its basin area and 

sustains moulds of life of the people living therein. Unfortunate is, in 

course of time it has become a matter of contention between the political 

systems of the post colonial nations. In fact the Ganges water dispute has 

its legacy in British colonialism itself in Indian subcontinent. The 
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Government of India often refers to the idea of idea of Sir Arthur Cotton, 

a retired British Lt. Colonel- 

Perhaps the greatest improvement that could be made in 

communications in all India, in comparison of its cost would be the 

construction of a ―weir‖ across the Ganges below the head of the 

Bhagirutty to turn the whole stream into the river in the dry season. 

This weir would keep the Bhagirutty navigable throughout the year, and 

effect an immense traffic.16 

The Deputy Minister of the Indian Ministry of External Affairs, Surendra 

Pal Singh in response to Calling Attention Notice in the Rajya Sabha on 

the ―Reported Statement of Foreign Minister of Pakistan regarding 

Farakka Project‖ in 1967 said, 

This is a simple project to save the premier port of Calcutta from a 

process of sure extinction and it has no element of irrigation or power. 

Farakka project has not been conjured up over-night, but has been the 

result of a continuous search for ways to save the Kolkata port, spread 

over more than a century. Starting from Sir Arthur Cotton, who as far 

back as 1858 planned barrage across the Ganges, to Dr. Walter Hensen, 

an expert German engineer, almost a century later, a galaxy of engineers 

who devoted their attention to the problem of Bhagirathi-Hooghly has 

unanimously asserted that the construction of a barrage with the objective 

of supplying additional water into the Bhagirathi-Hooghly system was the 

only measure by which the alarming rate of deterioration of the Hooghly 

approaches to the port of Calcutta could be arrested.17 

Both India and Pakistan and later Bangladesh put emphasis to their 

internal economic development. They were encouraged to plan for 

harnessing the Ganges waters in their territories by a combination of 

newly improved technology, of economic planning, of availability of 

loans and grants from foreign and international agencies, particularly the 

World Bank and UNDP technical and financial assistance.
18

 The large 

scale irrigation plan which was developed before the partition got further 

extended since 1947 in this area. 

Abbas describes that the idea of a barrage across the Ganges in 

Bengal was originally mooted for the resuscitation of the "dead and 

dying spill channels‖ of the river Bhagirathi. Although there are contrary 

opinions which say that until the sixteenth century not Padma but 

Bhagirathi was the main flow. From time to time a variety of points the 

Bhagirathi, Jalangi, Mathabhanga, and Gorai were mooted as sites for a 

proposed barrage. The partition of India added a geopolitical dimension 

to the Indian choice of the site. The district of Murshidabad which was 

awarded to India during the partition and the government of India opted 

the Farakka point (located at Murshidabad district), 11 miles upstream of 
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Bangladesh border to construct a barrage to flush a substantial extent of 

water flow through the Bhagirathi toward the Calcutta port. In explaining 

the pressing need of undertaking the Farakka Barrage project the 

Government of India, in a published pamphlet of its Ministry of External 

Affairs, puts forward a statement as follows. 

The Farakka Barrage Project has been undertaken by India in order to 

provide head water supplies for maintaining and stabilising the flow of 

Bhagirathi-Hooghly the name of Ganga in its lower reaches in India. This 

project is vital for the port and city of Calcutta and for the economy of the 

vast hinterland of the port.19 

The geopolitical and geographical set up gave a new turn to the Ganges 

issue. The waters of the Ganges which flow into Bangladesh through 

West Bengal constitute one of the vital interests. During the period from 

1947 to 1971 the feeling of distrust and hostility was the most common 

nature of India Pakistan water sharing issue.  India thought that East 

Pakistan had neither any claim on the waters of the river Ganges nor any 

need of it. They seemed very much hesitant to recognize Ganges as an 

International river. They maintained that Ganges was an Indian river and 

East Pakistan‘s problem was excess of water not the lack of it. India 

further argued that the diversion at Farakka would not result in any 

shortage of water in East Pakistan‘s genuine requirement. In a statement 

of the Minister for Irrigation and Power Dr. KL Rao replying to a 

question in a discussion held at the Lok Sabha on the ‗Farakka Barrage 

Project‘ said,  

Ganga was originally flowing into Bhagirathi. It was flowing by Calcutta. 

Padma was another branch. River Ganga was having two outlets- one was 

Bhagirathi and the other was Padma. This was 400 years back. Then, 400 

years ago there was an avulsion and Padma became the main Ganga and 

Hooghly became the smaller Ganga without much water except during 

the monsoons. Therefore, a major portion of Ganga flows through India 

and a part of its waters enter into the sea through Pakistan... Ganga is an 

Indian river. It is entirely an Indian river. It serves about 40 percent 

India‘s population and the entire water, more than 99.5 percent, comes 

from India. Generally there should be no question of any discussion of the 

subject.20 

Later on the Indian contention had been proved to be wrong. India had to 

recognize that the Ganges was an international river and that the existing 

dry season flow in the river was inadequate for the needs of the two 

countries. While Pakistan was trying to commit India to sharing of the 

Ganges waters, India followed a policy of stalling the talks by 

demanding more and more data an all the while India preceded with the 

construction of the Farakka Barrage and other diversion works in the 
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upper reaches of the Ganges as well as other rivers in her territory.
21

   

From the year 1951, when the issue was first raised between the two 

countries  to 1971, till the independence of Bangladesh all attempts by 

Pakistan to lift the dialogue out of the quagmire of technicalities and start 

substantive talks on the sharing of water were failed. The first expert 

level meeting was held in 1960 and the last one was in 1970 of the 

secretary level. 

The independent Bangladesh have always pressed for its rights to 

the waters of the Ganges not only because of the historic flow, but also 

because of its overwhelming dependence on the river. As a lower 

riparian country the barrage was now a fait accompli for Bangladesh 

during the dry season. After the first significant water sharing agreement 

between India and Bangladesh in 1977, India said that it had sacrificed as 

a gesture toward a neighbour whereas Bangladesh marked it a 

reaffirmation of the obligation of states regarding international rivers. 

Interesting enough, the very perceptions that gave rise to metaphors 

became apparent in this case. The barrage became more useful as a 

communication link across the river in West Bengal and Assam, 

Bangladesh still does not get the amount of water during the dry season 

and the barrage project became an international embarrassment for India 

differing a project of strategically and internationally important. 

Essentialism Vs Technologism: Metaphors in different forms 

Rivers do not know political boundaries. The political boundary of India 

during the partition  gave rise to a range of question as legitimacy of 

partition vs. common use of water, sharing water vs. augmentation of 

water, river as a system vs. river as a single river, multilateralism vs. 

bilateralism, technical arguments and counterarguments vs. political will, 

the political centrality of the Calcutta port vs. the inevitability of its 

decline, the singularity of the issue of the Farakka vs. the linkage of this 

issue with the question of transit to the northeast, now considered the 

hinterland of the port, a time-bound duration of the solution vs. 

permanent solution, and finally, villainy vs. generosity giving birth to 

metaphors which reflect these essentialist dimensions of the dispute. 

Giving rise to these essentialisms, the river Ganges became a political 

issue not only between two countries, but between two states or regions 

within a country too. This kind of essentialist position gives birth to 

metaphors. Metaphors of different kinds, used in the language of the 

dispute, reflect different positions, situations, and concepts that are so 

solidified into essentialisms that they produce metaphors—i.e., a notion 

of reality that transcends reality and itself becomes real. 
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Over the last 50 years, water in India has become an ever scarcer, 

and thus an ever more politicized resource.
22

 India is facing both 

interstate and intrastate crisis on sharing the river waters. The cases of 

the Yamuna, the Cauvery, the Narmada, and the Krishna are some of the 

burning example in the Indian states of Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and 

Tamilnadu vis-à-vis the rational and political stunts of the minimum 

release of water in the riparian states.  The Planning Commission as well 

as the Central Waters Commission has evidently become the part of this 

politics irrespective of their political ideology. In many cases secrecy and 

ambiguity have been noticed in the activities of the Ministry of Water 

Resources and Irrigation. In the course of Indian green revolution, white 

revolution, new agricultural strategy and in the river linking project 

water has been the defining factor of maintaining power and politics.
23

 

Dams have been built on India‘s rivers for thousands of year. At present, 

there are approximately 4050 large dams already in existence, and 

another 475 under construction.
24

 During the last 50 years most of the 

important rivers in India have been the subject of disputes among her co-

riparian states over the allocation of the costs and benefits of developing 

river water resources. In a searing criticism of the river linking scheme, 

Arundhati Roy observes, 

The river linking project makes a big dams look like 

enlightenment itself. It will become to development debate what 

the Ram mandir in Ayodhya is to the communal debate… it is 

destructive even if it is never realized. It will be used to block 

every other local, more effective, more democratic irrigation 

project.25 

Roy‘s strong words invoke a vision of nationalist possibilities sacrificed 

in pursuit of more cosmopolitan, yet chauvinist and centrist approaches 

to the problems of valorization of water resources. The experts have 

raised thousands of questions about linking rivers in India, but what the 

example highlights is the continuing struggle to define the nation in 

terms of massive projects of landscape and social engineering 

orchestrated by the central government that started soon after the 

independence with the Damodar Valley Corporation.
26

 

Unlike the disputant states in India, the Indo-Bangladesh set-up in 

this regard would indeed look the same in claims and counterclaims, the 

same metaphors and the same language of dispute. In case of Farakka it 

was reported that for the greater interests of the Indian state of West 

Bengal and India herself had to keep control over Farakka where 

Bangladesh had to sacrifice her share. In the same manner it was 

reported that the agreement of 1977 was an Indian surrender as most of 
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the basin area falls within India.
27

 These circumstances bear a 

resemblance to the condition over the intra and interstate affairs for 

India. 

The notion of technologism has become very active and ever 

present player where natural resources become an important agenda in 

politics, and the competition, quarrel, and wastage of natural resources 

can be carried on with the service rendered by experts, technicians, and 

technologists. Along with many other issues the technical points of 

metaphors have the roots in the developmental politics over sharing 

water resources where a right to geography takes a turn to the right of 

political geography.
28

 This situation arises the question of whether the 

scramble for natural resources could be negotiated with the notion of 

rights or not! Paradoxes are found in answering this question as rights 

could be varied depending on time and space. What we find important 

here is that,  

... situating geography as ‗right‘ and then trying to sort out riparian 

problems on the basis of natural rights, i.e., geography as nature and 

nature as the basis of right, does not take us far. As the domestic quarrels 

over shares of water in India show, "rights" and "justice" have become 

willing mistresses of every claimant, and the newfound English major for 

championing the mistress is the "expert," the "technologist.29 

In Bangladesh many of the radical nationalists and in India many self 

proclaimed nationalist officials assumed the same mistresshood where 

both have shared the same premise and neither could defeat the other on 

Farakka issue. Here the language of rights and justice mythologized an 

international dispute, allowed to reminiscence the other side of partition 

of India and situated geography as nature and finally it succeeded in 

banishing the predicament of the so called development agendas into 

darkness. 

Metaphors of Negotiations and the Question of Legitimacy  

For ensuring legitimacy of the policies taken by various government in 

both India and Bangladesh, the metaphors of the Ganges water issue has 

been used in negotiation between the two countries. Plenty of instances 

are there in this case. The political parties in Bangladesh realizing the 

people's sentiment over the issue have found it as effective means to 

achieve popularity. The politicians in Bangladesh are very much efficient 

in using some aspects of negative goal to mobilize the people. The irony 

is they know what they are against but not what they are for!
30

 A member 

of the Joint Rivers Commission from the Bangladesh side once claimed,  
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... They speak in the maidan (field) on the subject, but none of them has 

ever come to me to know what is the actual situation, none of them has 

ever offered the country any plan about how to manage the affairs of the 

Ganges water issue. I have never got any useful suggestion from them.31 

As a land of river and water crisis with India eventually has always got a 

political color by most of the political parties in Bangladesh. President 

General Ziaur Rahman and General Ershad played India card to build up 

a united front among Bangladeshis. They assailed India for diversion of 

water which caused the country‘s severe hardships. At the national and 

international level, both the Generals displayed widespread resentment 

against withdrawal of water by India. Bangladeshi nationalist leader, 

Maulana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani sought to mobilize public opinion 

on the devastation and desertification caused by reduced flow of Ganges 

that had been created by a unilateral motivation of India. He even 

threatened to lead a road march to demolish Farakka on which depended 

survival of about three and a half crore of people of Bangladesh and 

exchanged letters with Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi.
32

  

The cross-border disputes over Ganges water issues have been 

manipulated to strengthen the already existing authoritarian regime. For 

example, President Ershad effectively manipulated the Ganges water 

dispute against India in order to consolidate his dictatorial rule in the 

country. Ershad once stated, 

It is being said today that if we do not get water from Farakka the 

northern and southern regions of Bangladesh will turn into a desert, but I 

want to remind everybody concerned that Islam was born in a desert, but 

Islam didn't die. Islam could not be destroyed33 

These instances exemplify the drive to secure legitimacy through the 

mythologizing function of the metaphors, which ultimately come to 

influence the course of events. The solution remained a fantasy for a long 

time as the metaphors of river dispute were kept protracted. The demand 

of right share by Bangladesh, the augmentation potentiality, continuous 

efforts to uphold the issue to international fora and appeal to involve 

Nepal in this bilateral case contradicted and nullified the earlier language 

of bilateral dispute. The prominent Indian expert on river water 

management Ranabir Samaddar observes,  

The entire history of the dispute, in fact, is a reminder of how self-

locked positions are created, how the language of a dispute, i.e., its 

metaphors and myth-making functions, ultimately come to bind the 

problem itself. The regional approach and regional spirit that 

Bangladesh was supposedly upholding against the unilateral and big 

brother attitude of the Indian state did not sit logically with its 

negotiating strategy, its own language.34 
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The nationalist politics that was centred round the scarce resources got 

threatened to reach any solution till the mid 1990s. Till this time, besides 

technical knowledge political sensitivity was the essential element in the 

entire show of politics on common and strategic water resources in South 

Asia. The policy stand of India resulted in all sorts of contradictions and 

inconsistencies with all it literatures or statements etc. the policy of India 

in undertaking a project unilaterally and also confidentially on a 

commonly shared river-course generated suspicion and mistrust on the 

side of its neighbour. The project centred on Ganges water became a 

kind of nuclear program project to India as she maintained an ultimate 

secrecy in time and again during the Farakka drama. After claims and 

counter claims strategic game was over in a classical symbolic manner 

which may be regarded as the game of ―zero options‖ for one party. The 

winning side India kept informed her state West Bengal about her 

ongoing high-voltage developmental mega project and securing her 

interest. The other party of the drama-Bangladesh in most of the cases 

maintained connections only with the central leaders of Delhi ignoring 

the West Bengal big guns. This is important to note that West Bengal 

leaders played a key role in making the Ganges water sharing treaty 

possible. After a long time, once the problem regarding the same issue of 

sharing the waters of some other common rivers i.e. Teesta came up, the 

West Bengal leaders have not been flexible to come to any agreement 

with Bangladesh although several attempts of the central government 

have already failed.
35

 Even they have hardly welcomed any negotiation 

over the issue rather, they always claimed even for the Ganges water 

sharing treaty. Bangladesh failed to keep pace with India in the race of 

water development negotiation. India on the other hand, from its 

advantageous position as upper riparian tried to thumb its nose at 

Bangladesh to show what it can do. The experts on Ganges water issues 

since its inception actually have worked and talked for their respective 

governments in the light of mood and temperament and policy of the 

persons in the power. As a result in most of the cases language of the 

expert body remained divided and politicized. 

Understanding the Language of the Ganges Water Disputes  

If somebody wants to understand the dynamics of the language of the 

controversy and sensitivity of the Ganges water issue in Bangladesh, he 

will have to look back to the historic event of the ‗Farakka Long march‘ 

of 1976 led by Bhasani. The march was aimed at securing rightful share 

of Ganges water. Over one lakh people converged in the march. 

Addressing a mammoth, Bhasani said that the 440 crore people of the 
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world would stand by Bangladesh in its demand for equitable share of 

the Ganges waters.
36

 He called for greater national cohesion for 

defending the independence of the country and declared amidst 

thousands cheers that the nation would unitedly defend and protect every 

inch of the motherland. He said ―we may be a small nation and we may 

have resource constraints but we are ready to shed our blood to defend 

our independence.‖
37

  

Referring to Farakka problem that had caused untold distress to 30 

million people of the northern part of the country. Bhasani urged the 

Indian Prime Minister Mrs. Gandhi to see the reason and concede to the 

rightful demand of Bangladesh on sharing Ganges waters. He said India 

had no right under international codes and ethics to deprive Bangladesh 

of its legitimate share of the Ganges waters. The Maulana reminded Mrs. 

Gandhi of how Mahatma Gandhi and her illustrious ancestors had 

gallantly fought a non-violent movement and made it clear to her that no 

country however mighty and powerful it may be could ever repress any 

freedom loving people and deprive them of their due share. He advised 

the Indian leaders, ―friendship is very desirable than enmity‖ and said ―It 

is the people‘s march against imperialism, neo-colonialism hegemony 

and all sorts of exploitation. We despise war and we want to solve all 

problems through mutual understanding.‖
38

 

The march itself was a unique and incredible episode in the history 

of independent Bangladesh. Thousands of marchers bravely faced the 

unpredictability of the nature-scorching summer sun and a spell of gusty 

wind with torrential downpour. But nothing could dissipate the spirit of 

the marchers and they made strident step towards their destination. The 

slogans articulated the feelings of the people. One such slogan was ―Let 

there be rain, let there be storm we will march to Farakka.‖ Abdul Gani 

Sardar, an 82 years old farmer who traversed from long Khulna district 

said, ―I find a meaning in living for joining the historic long march even 

at the far end of my life.‖
39

 This reflected how the Farakka issue has 

evoked widespread resentment among all sections of people in the 

country.  

Bangladesh is comprised with water of its one-third physical space 

which has been a symbolic element for her and seems to be a land upon 

water or a watery sheet upon a land.
40

 Still the irony is that the country is 

to struggle for a rightful share of the Ganges river water particularly in 

dry season. The land is always dictated by natural calamities like floods 

and cyclones. An effort of the foreign-inspired flood action program 

(FAP) projects brought a disaster in the name of controlling floods for 

southern part of the country from where thousands of people had to 
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migrate. The policy on Farakka came at a time when the nationalist 

policy on the water question outside had easily combined with a policy 

of killing the water fields inside.
41

 The situation was similar to that in 

India, where on the one hand the government refused to concede the 

justified requirements of Bangladesh in the name of safeguarding 

Kolkata port at the same time pursued a policy of taking no action of 

conservation that created the popular agitations over water.  

The barrage could not solve the problem of the riverbeds of the 

Bhagirathi-Hooghly that grounded to initiate the project without 

considering the other part of Bengal (today‘s Bangladesh). This 

metaphor of malignity still haunts the Bangladeshis who think that India 

built the barrage as a strategic weapon against Pakistan and later 

Bangladesh. Ben Crow in his research cited, "Hypothetically speaking, if 

Bangladesh were a state of India, then under no circumstances India 

would plan to build the Farakka barrage. . . ,"
42

 Intrastate controversy 

over water resources always reminds us the universality of the nature of 

politics and a variety of ruses of the language of politics both in India 

and Bangladesh. 

At this juncture a cooperative language, not an adversarial language 

is a must to solve sharing the common resources like Ganges waters. 

While minimum requirement of water released at Farakka for 

Bangladesh was 49,000 cusecs, it was allocated 34,500 by the agreement 

of 1977 and still the desertification of the entire north and west of 

Bangladesh was quite evident. Interestingly India was claiming that 

Bangladesh needed only 2,600 cusecs of water. With this language, 

construction of regional cooperation is a wild dream. To ensure an 

equitable distribution of Ganges waters resources a different language of 

talking to each other is essential. The same manner is essential for 

identifying and managing common resources.
43

 

Conclusion 

Due to Indian domination, unilateralism in undertaking the project 

without any pre-feasibility study and finally diverting the Ganges water 

at Farakka point unilaterally, a significant part of south-west Bangladesh 

have been very steadily drying up. Being deprived of the most precious 

natural water resource Bangladesh has now become a symbol of 

environmental disaster, and gradual poverty of peasantry in a substantial 

section of the country. The faulty water management policies, nationalist 

strategies, the failure to reach any holistic regional initiative and the 

stalemate in which the quarrelsome nations of South Asia have managed 

to arrive are mainly responsible for this disaster. The consciousness and 
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understanding the language of the peoples who are historically sited in 

the Ganges basin could open a new history of conflict resolution in this 

area after coming out from quarrels over water.
44

 We must not forget that 

the use of water as a weapon will become more common during the 

coming years, with more powerful upstream nations impeding or cutting 

off downstream flow.
45

 At this point we become curious about the 

policy-makers who developed and strategy for the future on sharing the 

Ganges waters. In this regard the policies and programs, moods and 

temperaments, aims and ideals of the top leadership of either political 

system accounted for the complicated nature of the dispute to a great 

extent. Commonsense suggests things would have been better if India, 

instead of initiating a self-centred program, could attempt a joint venture 

with her neighbour or neighbours in harnessing the water resources of 

the region for the welfare and wellbeing of the poverty stricken millions 

of the whole region. The theme of equality and equity in the common 

water resource management could be the only possible way out in 

conceptualizing and strategizing this age old controversy.  So far the 

discourse of water sharing issue between India and Bangladesh is 

concerned and where the nationalist language remains the utmost 

hindrance in negotiating this resource management, a cooperative 

framework on this dispute could bring a solution in this regard. 
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