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“There is just one area of concern… How do we see Ganga?1 Is it a holy river? Is it a river that is 
treating millions of acres of land for irrigation and so on or is it just a river that is for hydro 
power generation?... How are we viewing it? What is in our mind?”(Interview with Swami 
Janardananda, June 13, 2006)2 
 
“The Indian reverence for rivers and mountains can no more be treated as superstitions. In any 
people-centered development program, the perceptions of the people assume paramount 
importance” (Bose 1997: 232).  
 
 
 
Introduction 
 

Are there more to rivers than what meets the eye? In India, the answer to this question is 

often affirmative as rivers are seen as bearers of life that are intimately tied to culture and 

religion.  Some rivers, like the Ganges, are even honored as a Goddess and a Mother. These 

understandings of the river Ganges have come into conflict with colonial and contemporary 

development projects as Alley (2002) and Drew (2007) have pointed out elsewhere. In the case 

of the Tehri dam at the confluence of the Ganges’ first two major tributaries, place-based 

oppositions tried to prevent the dam’s construction and completion. The discourses they used to 

challenge the dam point out the various threats that they believed the dam posed to regional 

understandings of and connections with nature, culture, and religion. These arguments, explored 

                                                
1 “Ganga” is the common name for the Ganges River in India. 
2 Interviewee names are used with permission. IRB approval number 06-0115.   
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here, demonstrate the multiple valences of the river as well as indicating other ways of 

engagement with natural entities that were imagined in “alternative” approaches to development. 

 

Why the Ganges Matters  

Of all the rivers in India, the Ganges is often cited as being among the most important in 

the Hindu cosmology since it is honored in classical texts like the Mahabharata and the 

Ramayana. Flowing some 2,510 kilometers (1,560 miles), the Ganges River begins in the 

Himalayan region of northern India and travels southeast to meet the ocean at the Bay of Bengal. 

Historically, it has provided vital nourishment and transportation for the growth and maintenance 

of settlements. Due to the colonial legacy of canal irrigation works along the northern part of the 

river, the Ganges has been important for agricultural production and the growth of human 

populations along her banks. The Ganges is now the largest and most important watershed in 

India, with an irrigation potential of 27,350 thousand hectares. As of 2003, 62.5 percent of the 

land in the Ganges Basin was under cultivation where some 400-500 million people make their 

homes (Shiva & Jalees 2003).  

Infused with religious and spiritual import, the Ganges River has inspired millions over 

the millennia to sing her praise and worship at her banks. In the Hindu religion, she is revered as 

a living Goddess with purifying and healing powers. For over two and a half millennia, the 

Ganges has played a vital role in Hindu ceremonies marking important passages such as births, 

marriage, and death. As a Goddess, she has assumed many roles in the Hindu tradition. She is the 

child of Brahma; the wife of Shiva; the metaphysical product of Vishnu (she is believed to have 
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sprung from his foot)3; and the mother of Vasus and Karttikeya (the God of war). In the Hindu 

classic the Ramayana by Valmiki, the river is recognized as a divine spiritual bridge to heaven 

that descends to earth through Shiva’s matted hair to purify the ashes of King Sagara’s 60,000 

sons. For this reason, Hindus often throw the ashes of the deceased in her waters in the belief that 

the Ganges will take them to a celestial resting place. Whatever story is told, the Ganges offers a 

benediction, a blessing to the world.  

 The role of the Ganges in the Hindu tradition is amplified by the importance of water 

itself. Writes Darian, “Among the many symbols of India endowed with spirituality, water is the 

most sacred, at once the purifier and the origin of the mystery. It is the real and imagined source 

of life” (Darian 1978: 14). Even the Katha Upanishad, a Hindu religious text, equates life with 

being born of water. 

While there were historical efforts to channel water from the Ganges prior to the British, 

colonial development projects along the Ganges in the 19th and 20th centuries occasioned some 

resistance because of the increased scale of alteration that they entailed. When the Upper Ganges 

Canal threatened to direct water away from a sacred Hindu place of worship in Haridwar, for 

instance, protests arose. As Alley (2002) and Drew (2007) show, the opposition to canal 

irrigation works along the upper Ganges canal in the early twentieth century was based in 

cultural and religious concerns. The case of oppositions in Haridwar against the colonial project 

of water diversion points to the legacy of development along the Ganges and its role in 

transforming the way that humans perceive and inter-act with the river. The case of Tehri dam, I 

argue, similarly disrupted human cultural and religious connections with this important natural 

                                                
3 Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva are the three main male deities of the Hindu tradition. Brahma is 
the Creator, Vishnu is the Preserver, and Shiva is the Destroyer.  
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entity. I believe that the oppositions to the dam were, therefore, grounded in a place-based 

defense of diverse connections with the river.  

Figure 1 shows some of the main facets of the Ganges River that were highlighted by 

various voices in the debate over Tehri dam.   

Figure 1: Ident ificat ions of the Ganges (“Ganga”) River  
(In Equil ibr ium) 
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reminds us of the dynamic and unsettled variety of modes of knowing, imagining, experiencing, 

and investigating nature. Natural objects such as rivers, he points out, are places themselves that 

are always in the “being-made” and are multiply interpellated (1999, 2000). These comments 

point to the fluidity of notions of place and the possibility that rivers can be seen as places. To 

this, I add that places in nature such as rivers are experienced as sites of connection that link 
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and place-altering, it is these connections that the oppositional efforts to development projects 

along the upper reaches of the Ganges River were organized to defend.  

 Like Raffles, others are calling for increased attention to the lives of plants, animals, and 

natural entities. “We tap into literatures on symbols and meanings, on class and colonialism, on 

commodification and the penetration of capitalism,” writes Tsing, “but these literatures do little 

to help us understand nature: its diversity, its power and constraints, or its multifaceted way of 

entering human histories” (2004: 173).  A better approach, Tsing argues, would be to look at the 

historical and cultural variety of relations between people, plants, animals, and natural entities. In 

such a way, social scientists help represent diverse voices along with the conversations that are 

taking place between human and “nonhuman” actors.4 This entails, as Cruikshank (2005) urges, 

“listening for different stories” that include the diverse beliefs, practices, knowledge, and 

everyday histories of human entanglements with nature (259).  

 One outcome of using points of analysis that include the perspectives of the “nonhuman” 

or the “more-than-human” is to consider other ways of being and knowing outside of a singular 

framework of modernity.5 Inspired by the intellectual Manuel Quintin Lame (1883-1967), 

Walsh, too, argues for a defense of diverse ways of seeing the world that includes learning from 

nature to “think thought” (pensar el pensar). In such a view, nature is a place of knowledge and 

wisdom with its own epistemological logic and condition (in press, 6). The idea is echoed in 

literature, as well.  One of the central features of Herman Hesse’s 1922 novel Siddhartha, for 

instance, is its depiction of the moment of Siddhartha Gautama’s enlightenment (1998). By 

                                                
4 Actor Network Theory (ANT) is a point of analysis that also recognizes agency in nonhumans. 
While not a central part of this paper, Latour (1991) has persuasively argued for an analysis of 
human-nonhuman networked connections that exceed the logic of modernist thinking. 
5 Modernity, briefly stated, includes the idea that humankind is in a role of dominion over natural 
resources while in the pursuit of a linear, technologically focused, and often ambiguously 
defined notion of “progress”. 
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living with the river and thinking with the river, the mortal passes beyond a bounded sense of self 

into the wisdom of non-rationality, un-individuation, and non-linearity. Following such logics, 

entities like rivers have knowledge and messages from which humans can learn. This, I suggest, 

points to ways that humans can move beyond the dominant notion of modernity by building 

diverse relationships with nature.  

 

The Tehri Dam in the Indian Himalayas 

 The debate over the Tehri dam has not received as much attention from social scientists 

outside of India as dam related controversies in other parts of India. Even when the opposition to 

the Tehri dam has attracted media or scholarly attention, concerns over population displacement 

and environmental impact have usually been the focus (Jayal 1998, Sinha 1992, Singh & Sharma 

1998) instead of the threats to religious and cultural relationships with the river that I argue also 

motivated opposition. The intention here, therefore, is to examine how some perceived the 

development project as altering diverse connections with the Ganges River and what protestors 

believed was at stake.  

 

The Tehri Dam in the Context of Development 

After receiving independence from colonial rule in 1947, India underwent several 

political and structural transitions in a period that was initially marked by uncertainty and 

religious violence. When the bloody events associated with partition subsided, the new leaders of 

India faced numerous challenges. Early on, the leadership decided that to overcome the years of 

subjugation under British rule, they needed to become an important world power. 6 Achieving 

                                                
6 For more information on globalization and nationalism in India, see Nayar (2001). 
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this, for them, meant the intellectual emulation of the West and the material infusion of 

“modern” science through large-scale industrialization (Gadgil & Guha 1992: 183). In the larger 

context of India’s industrialization and modernization drive, the Ganges came to be seen as a tool 

for the country’s material advancement and the Tehri dam became part of a nationalist project of 

development.  

The Tehri dam, standing at 260.5 meters (855 feet) was designed to be the highest in Asia 

and the fifth tallest in the world. Its designers and proponents boasted that the dam would have a 

peaking power capacity of 2400 MW, enough to annually generate 6532 million units of energy 

while providing water to irrigate 270,000 hectares of land and further stabilizing 600,000 

hectares of irrigation. Water from the dam would also be used to provide 270 million gallons of 

water to industrializing locations downstream in the plains with 162 million gallons going to 

New Delhi to service 4 million of the city’s residents. Whereas the initial projected costs of the 

dam were estimated to be 4 million USD, the actual expenditure was closer to 1 billion USD.7 

The dam’s construction came in starts and stops and was surrounded by controversy. 

Despite investigations on the hazards of the dam and concerns over displacement, the Planning 

Commission approved the project. Although the former Prime Minister Indira Gandhi briefly 

stopped the dam’s construction in the 1980’s, operations resumed with the help of the USSR. 

The state’s Irrigation Department was responsible for the project until 1989 when the Tehri 

Hydro Development Corporation Limited (THDC) was created. In the wake of the fallen USSR, 

the project even received a period of support from the World Bank. The story of the Tehri Dam’s 

construction cannot be outlined in its entirety here. What I want to stress is that the urgency to 

complete the dam was often framed in the context of providing needed irrigation, electricity, and 

                                                
7 For more information, please visit the THDC’s webiste at http://thdc.nic.in/ and also the 
International Rivers Network at http://www.irn.org/. 
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drinking water for the “developing” country and voices of dissent were seen as holding India 

back from reaching its full potential. Taking an extreme position, a manager of the Tehri Hydro-

electric Development Corporation (THDC) was quoted as saying of the opposition movements to 

the dam, “Environmentalists are anti-national and should not be allowed to interfere in matters 

that engineers know best.”8 Implicit in such arguments is the presumed superiority of rational, 

science-based approaches to the manipulation of natural objects in the service of national goals.   

9  10 
 
Concerns over Tehri Dam 

While the Tehri dam project earned the support of corporations, politicians, and even 

some segments of the population in the Himalayas, it was also subject to decades of opposition. 

Chief among the complaints was the threats to the land and the some 100,000 people in the 112 

villages and the historic town of Tehri that would be affected by the dam’s 45 kilometer reservoir 

in the Bhagirathi River and the 23 kilometer reservoir of the Bhilangana River. Other concerns 

included the dam’s location in a seismic zone. While the dam’s architects argue that it can 

withstand an earthquake of 7-8.0 Richter (M) in magnitude, the area has experienced an 

                                                
8H.M. Vyas, manager of the THDC, quoted in “Tehri: Hanging over troubled waters.” In Down 
to Earth, vol. 1, no. 1, May 1992. 
9Tehri dam before completion. October 2004. Photo by Georgina Drew. 
10The valley above Tehri dam showing the aftermath of the resource extraction for the earth and 
rock fill dam. October 2004. Photo by Georgina Drew. 
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earthquake of 6.1 as recently as the early 1990s (Jayal 1998). If the dam were to break, a flood of 

water would inundate the two Hindu holy towns of Rishikesh and Haridwar within an hour’s 

time. Beyond the seismic movement that already occurs in the area, another fear is that the 

reservoir created by the dam will induce seismic activity, a phenomenon that has been observed 

in 30 percent of dams within the height range of 150-200 meters. Since the Tehri dam is 260.5 

meters high, the risks of inducing seismic activity are even greater (Dogra 1992: 82). 

While the concern for the displaced populations and the potential damage from seismic 

activity was present in many of the arguments against the dam, it is the threats the dam posed to 

nature, culture, and religion that I want to point out here. While displacement was indeed a 

significant issue, I believe these other threats did not receive enough attention. The arguments to 

be examined are intertwined, but they are separated (as much as possible) in an effort to outline 

each position. I believe that the voices of opposition reveal limits to what they were willing to 

sacrifice for development. 

 

Opposition to Tehri Dam  

Although the opposition lasted decades, documentation of the protests in English are 

scant. For this reason, it is not possible to say how large the opposition was. Dogra (1992) 

presents the early years of opposition as being organized and effective. The movement began 

officially in 1978 with the creation of an anti-dam organization known as the Tehri Bandh 

Virodhi Sangarsh Samiti (TBVSS), known in English as the Tehri Dam Opposition Struggle 

Committee. Virendra Dutt Saklani was the first Chairman of the committee. Under his 

leadership, the initial years of protest saw the collection of substantial amounts of dam-related 

information by the TBVSS from which education campaigns, petitions, and “massive” 
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demonstrations arose (Dogra 1992: 60-63; Mukerji 1997: 15). Over the years, support dwindled 

as the movement failed to make headway and the dam came to be increasingly regarded as a fait 

accompli (15). 

A few individuals, however, opposed the dam to the very end. Among the most notable 

figures involved is Sunderlal Bahuguna. It is his speeches and writings that are readily accessible 

and from which I draw some of my observations about the significance of the dam and its 

negative effects on connections between people and the Ganges. Critiques have dismissed 

Sunderlal’s efforts in the context of Chipko11 for his role as a “rural elite” whose protests gained 

audiences through “simple, populist narratives that pitted peasants against the state and markets” 

without adequately addressing the heterogeneity of classes, interests, and constituencies involved 

(Rangan 2004: 382). While Sunderlal might have been born to an elite class, however, he 

returned to his native town of Tehri after receiving education in the city to live an intentional live 

of austerity alongside the villagers whose lifestyle he admired. As Sunderlal was not alone in 

voicing the opinions he expressed, I believe that his statements add to our understanding of how 

some people viewed the dam.  

Now in his eighties, Sunderlal is one of India’s leading environmental activists. 

Influenced by Vinod Bhave and Mirabehn, two of the most prominent followers of Gandhi, 

Sunderlal adopted the Gandhian way of life as a youth. Such a path emphasizes the spiritual 

journey above the acquisition and consumption of material goods; supports small-scale 

industries; rural and “traditional” Indian livelihoods; and nonviolence as the foundation for a 

                                                
11 A pivotal moment in India’s environmental history, the Chipko movement began in 1973. It 
was the result of efforts by residents, many of them women, in the Himalayas to prevent 
deforestation. To understand the complexity of Chipko and the mythic proportions that it took on 
after blocking the destruction of select forested areas, see Ramachandra Guha’s 1989 
publication, The Unquiet Woods. 
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healthy society. Due to his involvement with the Chipko movement, Sunderlal was a visible 

character on the national scene by the time construction on the Tehri dam began in 1978.  

In his opposition to the dam, Sunderlal combined political experience and a Gandhian 

approach of non-violent dissent to write articles, meet with prominent political figures, hold 

town meetings, embark on long padyatras (walking journeys that go from village to village to 

raise awareness about issues), and endure extended fasts. Conscious that the dam would mostly 

provide water and electricity for the urban residents of New Delhi hundreds of kilometers away, 

Sunderlal and other members of the opposition framed the dam as taking away from, rather than 

adding to, the Himalayan region. An argument that features prominently in the words of 

Sunderlal and his peers is the appeal to oppose the dam on religious grounds.  

 

Damming a river, a Goddess, and a Mother 

For many followers of the Hindu faith, including Sunderlal, the river is a true Goddess. 

One of the central reasons for opposing the Tehri dam was the threat it posed to the river’s deity. 

The Goddess-centric arguments predominated in the speeches and writings of people like 

Sunderlal. They pointed to the river’s divinity in Hindu holy texts and the cultural traditions that 

worship the divine embodied by the river. The defense of the river as a Goddess recognizes that, 

in the Hindu tradition, God takes multiple forms. Some of these, like rivers, are observable in 

nature. Importantly, the Ganges as Goddess is linked to the Ganges as Mother since, like a 

mother, she constantly gives to her children unconditionally and with unending love (Sunderlal 

1997; Alley 2002; Haberman 2006). In one interview, Sunderlal described the Ganges by saying, 

“Ganga is a Goddess because like a mother she feeds everyone. She is always prepared to come 

for her children, but when you dam a river and change its course, you deny people and other 
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beings access to their mother” (Haberman 2006: 71). According to such a perspective, the Tehri 

dam threatened to break this connection between humans and the Goddess/Mother. 

In describing the Tehri dam Sunderlal also positioned it as a manifestation of evil:  

The dam is a battleground between the gods and demons. Dams are the expression of 
demonic power. The dam will kill the goddess because the water will not be flowing. 
Only flowing water is alive; dammed water is not. The dam will take the energy out 
of the water. The dam will kill the shakti [divine life force] of the river.” (72).  

 
Using strong language to argue that the dam would kill the life force of the river by 

stopping its flow, the description given by Sunderlal shows how significant he perceived the 

battle against the dam to be. Arguing on behalf of the Goddess, the fight was presented as one 

between her and the “demons” that he articulated as the forces of “materialistic civilization” 

(71).  Because of the human dependence on nature, the threat to the river was also presented as a 

threat to the human right to livelihood in the Himalayas. Development projects such as Tehri, 

after all, disrupt what Kothari calls “sites of spiritual regeneration” as well as sites of 

livelihood.12  

For Sunderlal, the completion of the Tehri dam signaled the death of the Goddess Ganga. 

When the Tehri dam was finished, Sunderlal performed a shradda ritual (a funeral rite that a son 

performs on the occasion of his mother’s death). This, I believe, provides a powerful image to 

support the argument that, for the resistance, the very foundation of religion was at stake (Bose 

1992: 235). When I visited Sunderlal at his home above his residence in June 2006 he reinforced 

the loss of the river’s spiritual significance with the words, “Ganga mar gayi.” Ganga is dead. 13 

                                                
12 Interview with Smitu Kothari on April 29, 2007.  
13 “Ganga” is the Hindi name for the river and it is also the name for the Goddess.  
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While Sunderlal and the people that supported his approach were against large-scale 

dams, they were not opposed to the obstruction of rivers especially if such projects were not 

designed to drastically alter water flow. Dams, as long as they were small-scale and built with 

the intention of providing electricity and water resources for surrounding areas, were understood 

as serving a need for the betterment of human livelihoods. These were presented as less 

damaging to the health and shakti of the river and its tributaries. This affirms that people like 

Sunderlal were not “anti” development. In arguing for the implementation of small hydro-

electric schemes, Sunderlal himself once wrote, “Not a single source from which power can be 

generated should be left untapped” (1997: 23). The issue, prominent in the ecological debates as 

well, was thus over the scale of development that should be pursued. Following Gandhian ideals, 

the vision for the Ganges that people like Sunderlal had in mind was one that would support the 

co-existence of the Goddess while implementing smaller hydro-electric projects that would be of 

most benefit to the people living closest to the river. 

The arguments to convince the government to build small-scale dams instead of the 

massive Tehri dam were also linked to an environmental discourse that draws from Indian 

                                                
14 Sunderlal Bahuguna looking at Tehri dam. June 2006. Photo by Georgina Drew.  
15 View of the Tehri dam and the reservoir looking in the direction of Sunderlal’s gaze. June 
2006. Photo by Georgina Drew. 
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religious traditions emphasizing self realization through unity with all beings.16 Such ideas draw 

inspiration from the Vedas.17 This concern was even extended to the river’s beneficial bacteria, a 

likely cause for the extraordinary self-purifying capacity of the river, which some feared—and 

fear—will be diminished or destroyed due to the massive obstruction in the water’s flow and 

increased siltation.18 Arguments in defense of these other nonhuman actors were thus a call to 

amplify the scope of social justice in the pursuit of sustainable development. “Biodiversity and 

social justice are closely linked to each other,” wrote Singh. “Sustainability becomes 

meaningless unless it is laden with the value of justice, not only for human society, but, indeed, 

for all living beings” (1998: 62).   

Threats to the Loss of Cultural Heritage 

 Concerned about environmental catastrophe from the likelihood of the dam’s rupture, 

appeals emanating from participants in the opposition also reminded policy makers and civil 

society that the country’s cultural heritage was at stake. Often denouncing the business and 

political interests who stood to benefit financially from the project at the risk of the nation’s 

cultural preservation, such accusations were meant to mobilize public involvement and protest. 

In such a vein, Rao (1992) passionately pleaded that the environmentalists, intellectuals, and the 

people’s representatives debate the potentially disastrous consequences of the Tehri dam project. 

If not, he feared for the potential destruction of millions of people living the Gangetic basin if the 

dam were to break. This, he pointed out, would also signal the loss of numerous sacred places 

                                                
16 See Arne Naess (1974, 1995) who covers the rise of environmental discourse and the influence 
of Mohandas Gandhi in the growth of the “deep ecology” movement. 
17 For a discussion of possible links between the Vedas and Himalayan development, see M.L. 
Dewan and B.D. Joshi (1993).  
18 For more information about this bacteria, see: D.S. Bhargavan, Sunita Gakkhar, and Babita 
Tyagi. “Mathematical Modeling of Stream DO-BOD Accounting for Setteable BOD and 
Periodically Varying BOD.” Environmental Modeling and Software 14(5), 1999: 461-471. 
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and temples of inestimable value to the cultural heritage of the nation (3). Such appeals were a 

reminder that lives, property, and places of cultural significance were at stake. Another writer put 

it thus: “…the river worshipped as ‘the holy mother Ganga’ represents an apex of human 

experience through times immemorial based on the symbiosis between mankind and life support 

systems.” As such, “The conservation and preservation of this unique heritage is therefore a 

national responsibility” (Bahadur  1998, xx).  

 Focusing on the Himalayas, Sunderlal equated the opposition to the Tehri dam as a fight 

for the very survival of the region. Linking its importance with verses from the Mahabharata, he 

lamented the loss of the Himalayas as a place of inestimable cultural importance as the former 

abode of the gods; a symbol of divinity; and a place of penance where sages and saints meditated 

over the problems of humankind. Damming its rivers, he wrote, would sound the death knell to 

the dying Himalaya while making its inhabitants “refugees of development.” For Sunderlal, the 

loss of human’s relationship to the free flowing river was symptomatic of the country’s moral 

and cultural decay. “The rivers,” he lamented, “have no more remained our mothers” (21).  

Pritish Nandy, in agreement with the sentiments of Sunderlal, wrote that a country 

willing to destroy its rivers, mountains and forests has nothing left to live for. “If the Tehri dam 

is indeed built,” he elaborated, “if these two rivers are strangulated by the neck till they choke 

into a godless and dead reservoir, we shall have one reason less to have children, one reason less 

to hope. If the murder of the two rivers and the wonderful green valley through which they now 

pass is development, what remains thereafter?” (1992: 11). In such a perspective, the Tehri dam 

threatened to break vital connections of human relationships with the river and, thus, called into 

question the idea of development-related “progress” implicit in the dominant notion of 

modernity. 
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Post-Dam Lessons and Possibilities  

 
What I have attempted to provide here is a sense of the ways that the Tehri dam project 

brought out a place-based defense of the Ganges River who, as per Raffles (2002) can be seen as 

a boundary of place(s) and a place herself. More than just a utility and an ecological resource, 

many participants of the opposition asserted that she was also a Goddess and/or a Mother with 

cultural significance. Even if they only used these terms to point to the river’s religious and 

cultural importance, the arguments show how, for the various parts of the opposition, the type of 

development demanded by the dominant Western model of modernity was lacking. While 

questioning the progress brought by development projects, they also envisioned a different form 

and scale of development. Recognizing the cultural, religious, and ecological significance of the 

river, the attempt was to promote development projects that would not sever any of these 

connections. I argue, therefore, that the debate was framed in terms of seeking improved 

livelihoods that honored the diverse connections with the river. 

 
The Implications of Honoring Diverse Connections with Natural Entities 

 
While not using the language of “modernity”, others are pointing to different ways of co-

habiting the world outside of the dominant ideological models. Further above Tehri, in the town 

of Uttarkashi, Swami Janardananda speaks from the vantage of Hinduism to question the value 

of the progress brought by development projects that bring electricity to some by blocking access 

to the river for many. What is needed, he believes, is the reconnection of humans with the natural 

world. This, he argues, could be achieved through education-based “social engineering” that 

teaches people at an early age about their intrinsic relationship with entities such as rivers. 

Following such a view, people should move beyond dualisms to engage in the world as a part of 
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an interconnected whole instead of a fragment. What the Swami is suggesting, therefore, is that 

we should we should engage in the work of identifying with the river instead of merely seeing it 

as an externality.19  

Other sources, based on popular, democratic movements that demand more active voices 

in the development process, use somewhat less spiritual language to call for “alternatives” to 

modernity-centric development projects. Growing in numbers, such movements also decry the 

loss of equal access to nature that the alternatives they propose seek to reclaim. By arguing that 

“sustainable development” can only be achieved by strengthening local economies and 

ecosystems, such movements point “not to (the) tinkering around with the present system but a 

transformation that evolves out of (a) holistic understanding of natural processes (Kothari 1998: 

69). While somewhat optimistic, Kothari reminds us that the present situation looks grim if the 

mark of success as a nation continues to be the standards of the West. “As long as the Indian 

middle classes and our planners continue to aspire towards higher levels of affluence based on 

foreign models, there is no escape from being integrated into the global market economy, whose 

terms are largely determined outside of our borders” (70).  

What comments such as this suggest is that the alternatives, while also seeking to 

reestablish human connections with natural entities must also strive to question the very 

benchmark of success. Gibson-Graham (2006) offer some insight into ways that economies, 

livelihoods, and even alternatives are being practiced outside the dominant models of modernity 

and neoliberal economics. What they offer is a “weak” theory to “other” ways of being and 

acting in the world that leaves open the scope of possibilities. 

                                                
19 Excerpts from an interview on June 16, 2006 and additional informal communications.  
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As for the impacts of development projects past, one is inclined to think of the adage 

“what goes up must come down”. With the dam’s potential lifespan of 30-100 years, and in the 

perspective of time’s expanse, the river that once flowed freely may do so again. If Sunderlal is 

right and the Goddess has indeed died to this world, then maybe she will return when she is able 

to once again move freely to purify the sins of the imperfect humans upon whom, it is said, she 

showers unconditional love. In the meantime, we must continue to explore the possibilities of 

other ways of being and behaving in the world. By honoring diverse voices and other visions of 

development, we keep open multiple approaches to engage and inter-act with nature. 
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