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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on how rural women in Bangladesh, who live in the poorest
sector of one of the poorest countries in the world, cope with floods. It seeks
to explain the principal factors structuring their responses. It addresses several
related questions: how do women perceive and experience floods? What
problems do they face and how do they respond to them? Are they merely the
passive victims of floods or do they play an active role in protecting their
households? Do all women use the same coping strategies? Are the major
parameters of rural society changed as a consequence of the way in which

women cope with floods?

In responding to these questions a sociological perspective is adopted but
not to the exclusion of other approaches. However, it is the social and
sociological aspects of the phenomena being explored which are of most

concern to the author.

The occurrence of floods in Bangladesh is as old as its history but over the
last 40 years (1954-1995) the problem has become greatly aggravated and is
now one of the main concerns of most rural households, life in which is
precarious even in non-flood conditions. These problems affect women more
severely than men because of the wider range of responsibilities that they have

for their households and the fact that those responsibilities keep them tied to
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their households more strictly and more effectively than those of male
members. Those responsibilities include food processing and cooking, cleaning,
collecting water and fuel, bearing and rearing children, looking after livestock
and income generation, all of which become much more difficult to perform
under flood conditions. Despite this heavy burden, which women bear in
extremely difficult circumstances, they demonstrate considerable fortitude and

ingenuity in their attempts to maintain the livelihoods of their households.

Explanation of these phenomena is sought in the economic, cultural and
political structure of the country. Factors stressed in this study are the male-
dominated structures of a predominantly conservative and Muslim society; the
dominance of parda in the sub-culture of women and the position of women

within the socio-economic context of their households.
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Jolpur

A typical view across the flood plains of Southern Bangladesh. The group of
trees in the centre is West Para, Jolpur. To the right is the edge of a
homestead plinth faced with rocks to slow down erosion. The photograph was
taken by the author.
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Khichuri

Village
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Market day
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Leader of Muslim religious congregation
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Wife of one's husband's brother
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A guest room
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Khud
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Kolar mocha
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M adrasah

Mainna/
kheura

Maryam
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A plate made from clay
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A traditional physician who follows the A yurvedic
system of treatment
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Less
Hard time

Hired agricultural labourer
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Winnowing platter/fan made out of split bamboo for
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Pumpkin

Oil lamp
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Creepers and herbs
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Mother
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Maund

Meye
Morich
Moshari
Motki
Motor
Mourabba
Muazzin
Mukh
Mula
Munlizzot
Mung
Munsif
Muri

Mushthichaal

Naior
Nakful
Namaj
Nani
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Oma
Paat shuk
Paka
Pakha
Pani pora
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Panta bhat

Para

A kind of lentil/pulse

Traditional measure of agricultural produce equivalent to
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Daughter

Chilli

Mosquito net

A large earthen-ware pot

Pea

A dry sweet made mainly from green mango
One who calls Muslims to prayer

Face

Radish
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A lesser judge

Puffed rice
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Paatkhori
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Pepey
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Piri

Pitha
Polau
Por-purush
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Pora kapali
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Pui

Pur

Purush

Quack doctor

Ruri
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Sala
Salgom
Salish

Salwar-kamij

Samaj
Sarisha
Sata shara
Satu

Shakahari

Veil

Stone slab for grinding spices
Jute pole

Saint/holy man/spiritual guide
Papaya

Jaundice

Flat wooden stool

Cake made of husked rice
Fried rice with ghee

Male stranger

Burnt

Unfortunate

Council

Creepers used as a potherb
House, city or town

A man

Those who treat patients with a combination of modern
and traditional medicines

Bread

Bark/outer rind of a tree
Sack

Turnip

Village court before which village disputes are settled
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Loose-folded trousers and long shirts worn by young
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Mustard

Umbrella repairer

Flour made from barley or pigeon pea or maize
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Sim
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Sompod/
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Sona
Sosha
Tabiz

Taka

Takta

Tal

Thana

Trak

Uchu marjada
Upo-dal
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Vela

A variety of water lily

Root of a tree

Standardized

Potherb

Jute-made hanger for household objects
Beans

Chick pea

Assets
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Cucumber

An amulet containing holy words or a charm against
evils, usually worn on the arm or neck

Monetary unit of Bangladesh; USS$ 1=40.3 raka; NZ$
l=approximately
25 taka (16 March, 1995)

A plank of wood
Palm
Administrative unit
Lorry

High status
Sub-faction
Sub-district

A raft made from stem of banana plantain
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USAID United States Agency for International Development
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Bengali Calendar

Boishakh

Joishtha

A sharh

Srabon

Bhadro

A shin

Kartic

A grahayon

Poush

Magh

Falgoon

Choitra

Bengali Calendar

Gregorian Calendar

15 April to 15 May

15 May to 15 June

15 June to 15 July

15 July to 15 August

15 August to 15 September

15 September to 15 October

15 October to 15 November

15 November to 15 December

15 December to 15 January

15 January to 15 February

15 February to 15 March

15 March to 15 April
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