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Abstract: This paper offers an in-depth exploration of the critical role played by women within vulnerable wetland 
communities in Bangladesh, particularly in the context of disaster adaptations. As climate change-induced disasters 
become increasingly prevalent, it is essential to recognize women’s agency, knowledge, and resilience within these 
communities, and between minority Hindu and majority Muslim women. Employing a feminist framework, this re-
search  delves  into  the  nuanced  dynamics  of  gender,  faith,  and  community-based  disaster  adaptation  strategies. 
Through narratives and stories from local women, the paper unveils the innovative and adaptive approaches often 
overlooked in conventional disaster management practices, the heightened agency of majority Muslim women and 
their “witnessing” of the suffering of the minority Hindu women. It highlights the intersectionality of gender, faith,  
poverty, and environmental vulnerability, shedding light on the unique challenges faced by women in wetland areas,  
especially vulnerable Indigenous and Hindu minority women. The findings of this paper underscore the need for  
more inclusive, gender-responsive disaster policies and programs, and call for a shift away from top-down approaches 
to  more  participatory,  community-led  solutions.  By  amplifying  the  voices  and  experiences  of  local  women  in  
Bangladesh, this paper contributes to a broader discourse on sustainable disaster adaptation strategies,  ultimately 
striving for greater equity and resilience in the face of climate-related challenges.

Keywords: conventional disaster management; resilience; sustainable disaster adaptation; women-led disaster adap-
tion

Résumé : Cet article explore l’importance du rôle des femmes dans les communautés vulnérables des zones humides 
du Bangladesh, surtout en ce qui concerne l’adaptation aux catastrophes. Alors que les catastrophes liées aux change-
ments climatiques se multiplient, il est essentiel de valoriser le rôle, le savoir et la résilience des femmes dans ces com-
munautés, y compris entre les femmes hindoues minoritaires et les femmes musulmanes majoritaires. En adoptant un 
cadre féministe, cette recherche étudie les dynamiques nuancées du genre, de la foi et des stratégies d’adaptation com-
munautaire face aux catastrophes. Grâce aux récits et aux histoires de femmes locales, cet article révèle les approches  
novatrices et adaptatives qui sont souvent négligées dans les méthodes conventionnelles de gestion des catastrophes, le  
rôle prépondérant des femmes musulmanes majoritaires et leur « témoignage » de la souffrance des femmes hindoues 
minoritaires. Il souligne l’intersectionnalité du genre, de la foi, de la pauvreté et de la vulnérabilité environnementale,  
mettant en lumière les défis uniques que rencontrent les femmes vivant dans les zones humides. Les conclusions de  
cet article soulignent la nécessité de mettre en place des politiques et des programmes de gestion des catastrophes plus 
inclusifs et sexospécifiques. Elles appellent à l’abandon des approches descendantes au profit de solutions plus parti -
cipatives et communautaires. En donnant la parole aux femmes locales au Bangladesh et en relatant leurs expériences, 
cet article enrichit le débat sur les stratégies d’adaptation durable aux catastrophes, qui ont pour objectif de renforcer  
l’équité et la résilience face aux enjeux climatiques. 

Mots clés : gestion conventionnelle des catastrophes; résilience; adaptation durable aux catastrophes; adaptation aux 
catastrophes menée par les femmes
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Introduction

This article is part of a broader project aimed at developing practices and policies for Bangladesh’s vulnerable and In-
digenous populations in Bangladesh. Research on feminist community-led perspectives on disaster adaptations in 
South Asian Indigenous and local land-based communities reveals notable gaps that warrant critical attention (Khalil  
et al. 2020; Parekh 2023; Rodríguez et al. 2007). There is a deficiency in acknowledging and analyzing the intricate  
intersections of religions, gender, class, caste, and ethnicity within these communities. Studies have documented en-
during  colonial  and  patriarchal  power  structures  that  increase  vulnerability,  especially  in  times  of  disaster  in 
Bangladesh (Dewan 2021; Dewan and Nustad 2023; Dewan 2023; Paprocki and Cons 2014). Existing studies often 
lack a nuanced understanding of how these intersecting identities shape the vulnerabilities and adaptive capacities of  
Indigenous women. Moreover, the limited representation of local knowledge systems in disaster literature remains a  
significant gap. 

The power dynamics within local wetland communities in Bangladesh, particularly concerning western structures  
(i.e., mostly outsider-led), have been insufficiently examined in the context of disaster adaptations (Haque 2016; Ne-
waz and Rahaman 2019). There is a need to investigate how power relations influence decision-making processes and  
thereby impact women’s agency in shaping and implementing adaptive strategies. Additionally, the voices and experi -
ences of local women are often marginalized or silenced in the discourse on disaster adaptations (Choudhury, Haque, 
and Habib 2018; Khan and Haque 2010). Research should strive to amplify these voices, shedding light on the nu -
anced perspectives of Indigenous women regarding vulnerabilities, adaptive capacities, and the complex interplay of  
their intersecting identities. Addressing these research gaps is crucial for fostering more inclusive and effective com-
munity-led strategies that account for the diverse experiences and needs of local wetland women in the face of dis -
asters in South Asia.  

The Oxford English Dictionary online (2025) defines Indigenous as “born or originating in a particular place; spec. 
(now often with capital initial) designating a people or group inhabiting a place before the arrival of (European) set-
tlers or colonizers. Also, with to introducing the place in question.” In our research, many participants emphasized 
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that Indigeneity is deeply rooted in land-based spirituality, cultural education, and everyday practices. For many, the 
land is not merely a physical space but is regarded as sacred understood as a living entity, a family member, or an ex -
tension of the body. Indigeneity, as expressed by participants of this research, is centered on responsible and reciprocal 
relationships with the land, shaped through spiritual, cultural, and embodied connections. In recognition of this di-
versity and relational understanding, we intentionally chose not to impose a rigid definition of Indigeneity. Instead,  
we approached it as a fluid and hybrid concept, shaped by localized meanings, practices, and histories. 

Severe climate events such as floods, droughts, hurricanes, and coastal storm surges pose a worldwide danger to both 
human lives and livelihoods due to their significant impact on crops, businesses, and critical infrastructure, signific-
antly affecting local women communities in wetland areas, in particular in Bangladesh (Bamforth 2017).Within mar -
ginalized1 households in wetland areas, challenges such as malnutrition and gender discrimination arise due to limita-
tions on women’s employment and temporary migration of their husbands (Kamal et al. 2018; Sharmin and Islam 
2013). This vulnerability is rooted in women’s roles as primary resource users and their reliance on natural resources  
for  livelihoods,  making  them  particularly  susceptible  to  hazardous  situations  (Enarson  and  Chakrabarti  2009; 
Sharmin and Islam 2013). Minority women and their children can be adversely affected by social and cultural norms  
that favour individualistic resilience strategies over communal ones (Datta, Kairy and Hurlbert 2024), hindering or-
ganizations’  ability to alleviate  the  suffering caused by climate change-induced natural  disasters  (Crosweller  and 
Tschakert 2020). Building a sustainable community necessitates diverse perspectives and local government support 
influenced by political orientation, mandates, and civic leaders. Digital tools, media, and networks enhance collabor-
ation among community members, particularly during crises and emergencies (Wahid et al. 2017). 

In the wetland areas of Bangladesh, we focus on feminist community-led approaches to mitigate the effects of climate 
change, with special attention to the women most affected. This project is part of a broader study aimed at develop -
ing practices and policies for Bangladesh’s vulnerable and Indigenous populations. We draw upon the experiences and 
insights of women in wetlands, delving into their understanding of climate change, the challenges they face, and their  
adaptation strategies. Our research focused on Indigenous and land-based community perspectives on climate change 
and adaptation, with particular attention to flooding as a key impact. The community (described below) experienced  
a severe flood in August 2022, which significantly shaped their concerns and priorities. As a result, much of the com-
munity’s adaptation efforts have centered on flood-related resilience.

The objectives of this paper are threefold: 1) to explore the distinct impacts of floods in Bangladesh’s wetlands from 
the perspective of women, 2) to investigate women’s participation during floods, and 3) to compile solutions pro-
posed by the community’s women. To accomplish these objectives,  we describe our positionality and theoretical  
framework, followed by details about our methodology and theoretical framework. We then present the outcomes of  
our  data  analysis,  organized  into  themes  and  sub-themes.  Finally,  we  address  the  issues  raised  by  the  women  
storytellers and offer recommendations based on our findings. Ultimately, we reflect on lessons learned and discuss  
potential areas for improvement.

Researcher Positionality

The role of researcher positionality is of utmost importance in Indigenous research, as it significantly impacts the re-
search process and raises ethical considerations (Datta 2018; Wilson 2008). It is essential to recognize that Indigen-
ous research frequently delves into sensitive subjects and engages with marginalized communities. Researcher posi-
tionality encompasses  their  cultural  background, personal experiences,  and social  identity,  all  of  which can pro -
foundly influence their interactions with Indigenous participants and their comprehension of the issues at hand. Ac-
knowledging and understanding one’s positionality is crucial for approaching research with humility and respect, re-
ducing the risk of inadvertently perpetuating harmful stereotypes or colonial attitudes. It empowers researchers to es -
tablish trust within Indigenous communities, nurture meaningful collaborations, and formulate research questions 
that are culturally sensitive and aligned with Indigenous worldviews.
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Margot Hurlbert: I am a climate change adaptation and governance researcher in Canada with experience working 
with Indigenous peoples and communities in Canada, South America, and South Asia. My goals are to build the ad-
aptive capacity of people,  especially women, and their community, address climate change, and advance climate  
justice.

Barsha Kairy: I am a member of an Indigenous community in Bangladesh and belong to one of the minority com-
munities in the country. My involvement in this research stems from a desire to give voice to the unheard. With en -
thusiasm, I listen to the stories and aim to become a storyteller on behalf of vulnerable communities to the wider  
world. My affinity with other communities motivates me to collaborate with them.

Ranjan Datta: I am a land-based and decolonial community-based researcher with 17 years of experience in conduct-
ing research with Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities in Canada and South Asia. As a minority scholar, I  
have developed a strong understanding of decolonial and anti-racist research frameworks, and my current research 
program is supported by a network of Indigenous, visible minority immigrants, refugees, and Black communities,  
scholars, students, practitioners, and professionals. Research is a lifelong commitment for me.

Our positionality is pivotal to addressing historical power imbalances in Indigenous research, where Indigenous com-
munities have often been treated as subjects of research rather than active participants or collaborators. Through a 
critical examination of our positionality, we have redefined our research agenda to ensure that it aligns with the com -
munity’s needs and benefits. Our positionality is fundamental for nurturing ethical, respectful, and empowering re -
search relationships with Indigenous communities and advancing knowledge that genuinely serves their interests and  
well-being.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

The decolonial feminist research framework holds a critical and transformative role in the context of disaster research 
within the wetlands of Bangladesh (Shefer and Bozalek 2022; Wijsman and Feagan 2019; Väyrynen et al. 2021). This 
region has rich cultural diversity and historical legacy and has experienced disproportionate impact of disasters, which 
often exacerbate pre-existing inequalities (Väyrynen et al., 2021). Decolonial feminist research acknowledges the in-
terconnectedness of gender, power, and culture in the disaster discourse, recognizing that women, particularly in mar -
ginalized communities, bear a significant burden during disasters (Chapola 2022). By centering the experiences and 
voices of women in disaster-affected areas, this framework seeks to unveil the gendered vulnerabilities and resilience  
strategies that are often obscured in traditional research (Chapola 2022). Decolonial feminist research also highlights 
the critical importance of respecting and empowering local communities in the process, particularly those who have 
been historically marginalized and silenced. Decolonial feminist research thus provides a comprehensive framework 
that challenges existing power dynamics and colonial legacies, making it a valuable approach to understanding and 
addressing disasters in wetland Bangladesh.

We employ the methodology of qualitative research which is ideal for considering environmental justice for those  
who live at the margins. Furthermore, doing so through the decolonial feminist lens is indispensable for disaster re -
search in the wetlands of Bangladesh because it recognizes the complex web of structural injustices and historical op-
pressions that shape the disaster landscape (Datta 2024; Wijsman and Feagan 2019). This methodology goes beyond 
traditional research paradigms by scrutinizing not only the immediate impacts of disasters but also their underlying  
causes, which are often rooted in social, economic, and political hierarchies (Datta 2024). It exposes the inadequacies  
of top-down, technocratic solutions and emphasizes the need for community-driven, context-specific strategies that 
account for the intersectionality of identities and experiences. By engaging in dialogue with local communities, par-
ticularly Indigenous and minority groups, and addressing their unique vulnerabilities and needs, decolonial feminist 
research fosters a more inclusive, ethical, and equitable approach to disaster management by embracing participation 
and giving voice to the women in the community. Ultimately, this methodology aims to redress historical injustices, 
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challenge hegemonic narratives, and promote resilience, not just in the face of disasters but in the ongoing struggle 
for justice and equity in wetland Bangladesh.

In line with the decolonial feminist research framework, we embraced deep listening and storytelling as our powerful  
and meaningful research approaches. Formally, Bangladesh does not acknowledge Indigenous people and has not ad-
opted  the  United  Nations  Declaration  on  the  Right  of  Indigenous  Peoples. This  has  prevented  a  wholesome 
Bangladesh practice for identifying as a member of an Indigenous group.  In our research we interviewed four people 
of whom two self-identified as belonging to land-based minority Indigenous groups, and three of whom were living 
and engaging in Hindu land-based practices. In August 2023, we engaged in conversations with these women, ex-
ploring in semi-structured interviews their experience in relation to the most recent flood, and valuing their narrat -
ives. Approximately 1% of Bangladesh’s population is Indigenous and 7.96% are Hindu (BBS 2022).  Our article 
concerns mostly, but not exclusively, findings from three interviews conducted in the watershed described below and 
its  emergency  response  to  a  2022  flood. Other  interviewees  provided  insight  into  disaster  response  in 
Bangladesh. Two interviewees identified as Muslim, another as engaging in Hindu land-based practices and identified 
as Hindu. We conducted a total of seven interviews.

Deep listening played a fundamental role in respecting and honouring the perspectives of the women from the wet-
lands. Given that Indigenous perspectives are intimately linked to the land, steeped in the language, and deeply  
rooted in the Nation of the people, storytelling served to reestablish a profound connection with land-based wisdom 
(Datta 2018) and our interviewees participation in crafting solutions. As the interviews were conducted with both In-
digenous and non-Indigenous community members  present,  participants  from land-based minority communities 
were unable to openly share their experiences of oppression and discrimination in front of members of the majority  
group. In separate interviews with land-based minority participants, they disclosed powerful and deeply personal 
stories of marginalization. However, out of concern for their safety and based on their explicit request, we have  
chosen not to include these accounts in our findings. This decision reflects our ethical commitment to protecting the 
confidentiality, well-being, and self-determination of research participants. Our commitment extended to following 
traditional Indigenous rituals and ceremonies alongside conventional research methodologies.

In addition to qualitative research, using deep listening and Indigenous storytelling, we embraced reflective writing to 
delve more profoundly into our research findings and experiences. This practice allowed us the autonomy and free -
dom to engage in thoughtful reflection. Ultimately, it enabled us to distill and value our discoveries more effectively,  
enhancing the depth and quality of our research. We upheld strict adherence to ethical protocols, prioritizing the pri-
vacy and confidentiality of the respondents while demonstrating our respect and gratitude. Given the vulnerable 
status of the participants as members of a minority community, preserving their privacy was paramount. Moreover,  
we ensured that their participation was informed and entirely voluntary, underscoring our commitment to ethical re -
search practices.

In our research we talked to women in the Jagannathpur Upazilla at Sunamgonj District as depicted in Figure 1 be-
low.
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Findings: Learning Reflections from the Women of Wetlands of Bangladesh

Bangladesh boasts a diverse array of ever-evolving wetland ecosystems, encompassing mangrove forests, natural lakes,  
freshwater marshes, reservoirs, oxbow lakes, beels (permanent freshwater depressions), haors (deep depressions in the 
northeast forming a vast inland sea during the monsoon), fishponds, tanks, estuarine waters, and extensive flood-
plains that are periodically submerged (Bird Life International, 2004). The country is home to several wetland re -
gions. We conducted our research in the Kolkolia union of Jagannathpur upazila, situated in the Sunamganj district  
within the Sylhet division of Bangladesh. In Sunamganj district the ratio of Muslim is 88.16 % and Hindu com-
munity is 11.67 % of the total population (BBS 2022, p-37). Therefore, the majority is part of the Muslim com-
munity. 

In our research, we engaged in multiple listening sessions, each focusing on different aspects of the recorded stories  
from the women of the wetland. We included women from both communities in our research. Our objective was to 
unravel the central themes and related topics discerned by our female co-researchers. After sharing and re-listening to 
the stories, we individually took time to reflect on our newfound insights, fostering a deeper understanding through  
introspection. Our research journey involved the ongoing process of listening and reflective learning, resulting in the 
development of main themes and sub-themes (see Figure 2). The primary themes encompassed the women’s know-
ledge and perspectives, the impact of floods from the women’s viewpoint, the roles women played during floods, and,  
finally, the solutions proposed by the women of the wetland.

Feminist Community-led Perspective of Disaster and Adaptation

Women’s Perspect-
ive on Disaster

Impact of the 
flood-Women 
point of view

Women’s Role Solutions

 Nature in the 
past

 Climate 
Change

 Damage to 
Housing

 Health

 Food crisis

 How they participate

 Barriers and what 
needed to be done

 Growing awareness of soci-
ety

 Role of the government

 Role of the researchers

 Figure 2: Main Themes and Sub-themes

Women’s Perspectives on Nature, Disaster, and Climate Change 

Within the wetlands, the women possess a profound understanding of nature. When asked about their perspectives  
on nature, one woman from the Muslim community, expressed, “We exist because of nature; it sustains us. While we 
endure the consequences of human activities impacting nature, we believe God created us and nature for the animal  
kingdom.” Their awareness extends to the significance and various aspects of the natural world. This same woman, a 
primary-school teacher, shared her thoughts on disasters, stating, “I perceive it as the unusual behaviour of nature.  
We experience droughts, heavy rainfall, floods, and crop destruction.” While they may not provide a precise defini-
tion of disasters, they recognize that nature occasionally behaves erratically, leading to destructive changes.

The women residing in the wetlands have observed a transformation in Bangladesh’s climate over the past 20 to 30  
years. They have acknowledged climate change, with one woman from the minority Hindu community remarking, 

“Bangladesh used to have six seasons, but now we only experience two. I gauge climate change based on this trans -
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formation. The weather in Bangladesh has become highly unpredictable.” Consequently, these wetland inhabitants  
believe that climate change is underway, leading to a considerable alteration in the local weather patterns. When in-
quired about the disparities in weather compared to the past, another woman from the community noted, “I believe 
the weather has indeed changed. Rain patterns have shifted, with heavy rainfall occurring at unexpected times. Win-
ters now resemble what used to be a typical summer season, and the monsoon arrives either too early or too late, ad-
versely affecting our crops.” The women in the wetlands, from all the communities, possess a commendable level of  
knowledge about nature, disasters, and climate change, an asset for their community.

Women’s Perspectives on Flood Disaster Impacts

In the wetlands, the people suffered greatly because of the flood, losing their houses, animals, and belongings. Also, 
their health was impacted, and they faced a food crisis during the massive flood. This section discusses  the impact of  
the 2022 flood from the viewpoint of the women of the wetland.

Damage to Housing

In this wetland area, the flood in 2022 was of such immense magnitude that it forced people to abandon their  
homes. One woman from the minority Hindu community recounted her experience, saying, “My house was des-
troyed. My elder son attempted to repair it during the flood, but the water washed away the roofing. We lacked the  
means to restore it.” The residents in this region are facing significant economic hardship, making it exceedingly chal -
lenging for them to repair their homes after the flood. Their houses hold immense value and are, in many cases, the  
only possessions they have. These homes carry great sentimental importance. When asked how people coped with liv -
ing through the flood, another woman from the minority Hindu community explained, “Those fortunate enough to 
have relatives with sturdier, elevated buildings moved in with them.” Relatives with more secure accommodations 
played a  pivotal  role  in supporting the flood-affected individuals  during these trying times.  However,  for  those  
without well-off relatives, the hardships during the flood were severe, as they had nowhere to seek refuge, and the 
rising waters swept away their belongings.  Another woman from the minority Hindu community further noted, 
“Livestock were perishing, and herders faced a difficult choice between saving themselves or their animals. Essential  
documents and valuable possessions were also lost to the floodwaters.” The general populace in the wetlands already  
grapples with economic challenges, and the loss of everything in the flood exacerbated their hardships, making life  
even more distressing.  Losing their identity documents was akin to losing their very identity.

Health Impacts

For the women living in the wetlands, the flood struck suddenly and lasted for a period of three to four days. Its con -
sequences were profound. The flood brought about substantial suffering, particularly in terms of health. A woman 
from the minority Hindu community emphasized, “Pregnant women bore the brunt, and it had a detrimental effect 
on their unborn children.” During the flood, the transportation system broke down, hindering people’s ability to 
reach hospitals. This lack of access to medical care was particularly detrimental to children and expectant mothers.  
Another woman from the minority Hindu community further explained, “In case of emergencies, people were un -
able to reach hospitals. During the last flood, the water level rose to such an extreme that even boats could not navig -
ate.” 

The adverse effects of the flood were not limited to physical health; the mental well-being of the community was also 
deeply impacted. A woman from the Muslim community observed, “I witnessed people becoming despondent. Con-
cerns about the safety of family members and relatives weighed heavily on their minds, aggravated by the non-func-
tional mobile network. People experienced anxiety as they had lost everything in the flood.” It is evident that the ad -
verse mental health conditions had repercussions on their physical well-being.
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Food Crisis

As per the accounts of the women living in the wetlands, they faced significant challenges in maintaining proper nu-
trition during the extensive flood. Typically, they would gather some dry food supplies to prepare for disasters, but 
these reserves became inaccessible during the flood. A woman from the Muslim community explained the situation,  
stating, “Most of the food they had collected was washed away during the flood.” Consequently, they struggled to ob -
tain adequate nourishment for an extended period, leading to malnutrition. While some individuals may have had 
access to food, they were still unable to consume it. Another woman from the Muslim community shared her experi-
ence, saying, “The flood swept away my daughter’s cooking utensils, and we endured considerable hardship, unable to 
prepare and eat food.” Initially, many people attempted to endure the flood within their homes, but as conditions be-
came increasingly unbearable, they sought refuge in shelters. The woman recounted, “We eventually sought refuge in 
a shelter where we had access to some food.” The shelter provided a source of sustenance during this challenging 
time.

Our research demonstrates that women’s perspectives on flood disaster impacts, especially concerning health and food  
crises, reveal the disproportionate burdens they bear during such calamities, highlighting their vulnerability to phys-
ical and mental health challenges as well as nutrition deficiencies among family members. These perspectives under-
score the urgent need for inclusive disaster management strategies that prioritize the well-being of women in the af-
fected communities.

Roles of Local Women During the Disaster

Participation of the Women

During the flood, the wetlands lacked adequate shelters for the affected population. However, a college principal took 
it upon himself to transform his college into a shelter, where people from nearby villages sought refuge for over a  
month. The principal, supported by the youth and his wife, managed the shelter. The wife of the principal, shared  
their efforts, saying, “We endeavoured to assist the flood victims. My husband purchased puffed rice, candles, saline,  
and other essentials.” The shelter became a dependable resource for the affected individuals, although there were some 
distressing incidents. She recounted one such occurrence, saying, “A younger brother of one of my students passed  
away. We were unable to provide a proper burial, so his relatives resorted to floating the deceased body.” She ex-
pressed her sorrow over her inability to address the situation, as she would have gladly assisted if she had been able.  
She actively supported the women in the shelter by providing food, healthcare, engaging in discussions on various 
topics, and caring for the children. She mentioned, “We had individuals for maintaining the shelter’s cleanliness and 
a generator for electricity to ensure the safety of the women. Generous individuals sent relief supplies, cooked meals,  
and medicines.” The Muslim women visited the shelter twice daily to monitor its operations and ascertain if the 
people required any additional assistance. The schoolteacher who is also the wife of the principal acquired grew lead -
ership abilities during the flood. Other women (Muslim teenage daughters) also helped her to manage the overall sys -
tem of the temporary shelter in the college. The women in the shelter understood that they have the power to help  
one another.

Minority Hindu women expressed complete loss in relation to housing, cooking, and even their identity while the  
Muslim women described their roles watching the suffering. Though people from every community suffered, minor -
ities suffered a great deal. One of our story tellers stated that “the mainstream community is not willing to help the 
minority community as they used to do before. The people who help them, they will help them due to the politics of  
vote.”  Minority Hindu women did not directly state they were discriminated against but did point out they were  
more “disadvantaged” than Muslim women as they did not have access to the same resources during the flood and  
suffered more acutely than Muslim women after the flood. One of the Hindu women said, “In the mainstream com-
munity, if one person was affected, his rich neighbors and relatives would help him. Hindu people could not build  
their house and they are still suffering. They have survived by their own initiatives, by their own efforts, by their own  
hard work.” These findings evidence that investments in Bangladesh’s water infrastructure (Barbour et al. 2022; Co-
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hen et al. 2022) have not alleviated the vulnerability of women, especially minority Hindu women who are often 
landless (Paprocki and Cons 2014).

We found that Muslim women played active roles during the 2022 flood. They helped impacted people, despite ma-
jor obstacles and even in patriarchal settings where women’s contributions are frequently underestimated. These find-
ings question conventional gender roles and emphasize women’s ability to lead during emergencies.  While some 
Muslim women found agency and an ability to engage in social work during the disaster (a marked change from their 
inability to do so pre- disaster), many minority women were not able to engage in social work activities in the shelter,  
confirming existing literature that shows that Bangladesh disaster assistance fails to benefit the poor (Dewan 2021).

The minority Indigenous and Hindu women could not find any hope in their situation and therefore could not find  
the courage to assist others. They do not have the ability or financial backup needed to  exercise power. Moreover, the 
minority communities lost everything in the flood.  The minority communities in the wetlands do not have resilient 
systems such as shelters, disaster tracking systems, access to relief, or any kind of community-based disaster service  
(Datta, Kairy and Hurlbert 2024).

Barriers and Solutions

In Bangladesh’s major cities, women engage in various activities, including income-generating pursuits, social work, 
and cultural endeavours. However, the situation differs significantly in rural areas, particularly in the wetlands. The 
primary-school teacher cited above emphasized this, stating, “Women in rural areas often find it challenging to parti -
cipate  in social  work.”  This  highlights  the  relatively limited involvement  and awareness  of  social  responsibilities 
among women in the rural areas, a situation that they stated leaves them dissatisfied and in despair. Women in rural 
settings frequently adhere to the directives of their male counterparts, and patriarchal dynamics continue to influence  
these regions, including the wetlands. Nonetheless, those women who have been involved in various activities find it  
deeply inspiring. A woman from the Muslim community expressed, “Sometimes, I feel disheartened that I cannot  
contribute to society as men do. During the flood, I made a sincere effort to serve, and I found it gratifying. We can-
not bring about change while confined to our homes.” She reiterated that women need to step outside their homes to 
make a difference. She also remarked, “These circumstances must change. If a man can serve society, why can’t a wo-
man? This flood altered my perspective, and I believe that women can also make valuable contributions during dis-
asters.” It is important to note that the permission for women to contribute during the major flood was granted due  
to the crisis. In the absence of such an extreme event, the men might not have readily allowed women to assist the  
affected people. We suggest that this deep-seated mindset needs to evolve for the betterment of society.

Suggested Community-based Women-led Solutions

In this section, we delve into the solutions for the issues described in this article, informed by the insights of the wo-
men in the wetlands. Three key themes emerged from our discussions with these women: growing awareness of wo-
men’s role in society, the role of the government, and the role of researchers.

Growing Awareness and Women’s Engagement

Growing awareness of women’s role in the community is fundamental for addressing the climatic challenges in the 
wetlands. The women stressed the importance of early response and preparedness. A woman from the Muslim com-
munity highlighted the delayed response from the local authorities due to logistical challenges during the initial  
stages of the disaster. We suggest that, to enhance preparedness, people must be proactive and willing to evacuate,  
when necessary, rather than hesitating to leave their homes. A woman from the minority Hindu community noted  
that those who didn’t relocate to shelters did not receive relief. To empower the community, particularly women, edu-
cation and awareness about disaster response and the significance of collective support are imperative. Women in the  
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wetlands face limitations to engaging in social and voluntary activities; this norm needs to change. Education on dis-
aster response and fostering a mindset of mutual assistance can facilitate involvement of women outside the home. 

Our research underscores the common scenario in the wetlands where immediate disaster response is lacking, hinder-
ing rescue, treatment, and relief distribution activities. It suggests that women-led perspectives may save a great deal  
of time and prevent mistakes if impacted women could connect with and learn from the experiences of other women 
who have dealt with disaster-related issues. This urge for women-led disaster management is supported by studies that  
show women are deeply connected to their ecosystem and possess valuable knowledge for effective disaster adaptation 
(Aziz et al. 2021; Sarker and Uddin 2011; Van et al. 2014). While augmenting their role in prevention and planning, 
a disaster may also provide a window of opportunity for women to advance their role in the community.  Gokhale 
(2008) argues that opportunities to lessen women’s marginalization emerge early after disasters because the chaos that 
follows momentarily upends and weakens male-dominated family structures and social control norms. Therefore, re-
cognizing the central role of women in disaster management ensures a more comprehensive and inclusive approach, 
tapping into diverse perspectives and harnessing the strengths of local communities for sustainable adaptations in the 
vulnerable South Asian wetlands (Deb and Haque 2011; Shi 2011).

The women’s perspectives on improving disaster resilience informed our recommendations to raise awareness and in-
crease women’s engagement in government and academia. These perspectives highlight the need for women-led com-
munity strategies. Best practices in disaster risk reduction must be aligned with their education and include proactive  
planning for disasters and enhanced infrastructure. Furthermore, the women’s request that scholars concentrate on  
workable, regional solutions emphasizes how critical it is to close the gap between scholarly research and community 
needs. A more comprehensive and successful framework for disaster management may be created by integrating wo-
men’s capacity for leadership and lived experiences into practice and policy.

Role of the Local Governments

Policymakers must increase public awareness regarding the value of wetlands and ensure stakeholder involvement in  
wetland management to safeguard human well-being and livelihoods. The schoolteacher emphasized the need for in-
dividual shelters during floods, controlled canal construction, and planned infrastructure development. Strengthen-
ing national legal and policy frameworks for wetland conservation, as part of Bangladesh’s National Adaptation Plan  
(NAP), is a critical and urgent task. A woman from the Muslim community suggested that educational institutions  
such as schools and colleges can be used as shelters during floods. Furthermore, she highlighted the importance of 
constructing houses at safer elevations, effective canal management, and well-planned infrastructure development to 
mitigate flood risks.

The Role of Researchers 

According to the women, researchers and experts play a pivotal role in transforming the lives of Indigenous com-
munities. Women from both communities emphasized that it is important for researchers to focus on adaptation and 
awareness-building programs. Researchers can contribute by incorporating practical knowledge into curricula, mov-
ing beyond theoretical teachings. By conducting studies on the wetlands, researchers can identify practical solutions 
and disseminate this knowledge to the community. One of the women further emphasized the need for practical  
knowledge, including pre-, during-, and post-flood measures, as well as making homes flood-resistant. Developing 
life skills and practical know-how is essential for the community to effectively cope with disasters. In summary, ad -
dressing the challenges  faced by the wetland communities requires  a multifaceted approach that involves raising 
awareness in society, policy changes and increased government involvement, and active contributions from research-
ers and specialists to empower these communities to adapt and respond effectively to natural disasters such as floods.
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Conclusion

The findings of our research shed light on the insights and life experiences of the women who live in the wetlands of  
Bangladesh, especially as they relate to overcoming the difficulties caused by natural catastrophes such as floods. In 
addition to emphasizing women’s distinctive contributions to comprehending disaster resilience from a feminist com-
munity-led viewpoint, this discussion places the women’s insights within the body of existing literature. Wetlands in 
Bangladesh are highly susceptible to a range of natural calamities, including frequent floods during the monsoon sea-
son, lightning strikes, and droughts. These environmental challenges, poverty, food and water shortages, and the de -
struction of homes, severely impact the inhabitants’ health and well-being. These impacts are expected to worsen with  
climate change. In this article, we explore the knowledge of women in these wetlands regarding climate change, the 
effects of floods, and the roles of women during flooding. We also propose solutions that are informed by our conver-
sations with these women. The women of wetlands in Bangladesh have a deep connection to nature and are aware of 
the impact of climate change and the changes in Bangladesh’s seasons on their lives. Previous research has shown that  
all women, Muslim and minority Hindu, face significant challenges and lack of agency which is a result of colonial  
powers (Dewan and Nustad 2023). During flood disasters, women face multiple challenges including housing de-
struction, health crisis, and food insecurity and these impacts align with global studies on gendered disaster experi -
ences and highlight women’s vulnerability due to pre-existing inequalities (Dewan et al. 2014). We suggest that struc-
tural inequalities exacerbate the adverse effects of disasters. Patriarchal systems and cultural norms frequently restrict  
women’s capacity to participate outside of dire circumstances. Promoting gender-inclusive disaster resilience requires 
addressing these obstacles. 

Decolonial intervention involves reimagining power, knowledge, and relationships to honour the diverse experiences  
of colonized communities. A feminist community-led approach, rooted in equity, care, and intersectionality, shifts fo-
cus from institutional solutions to grassroot efforts, prioritizing the voices and agency of women, Indigenous com-
munities, and marginalized groups. Our research emphasizes the importance of women’s engagement and leadership  
for gender equality. There is a need for women-led community-building initiatives that include both men and wo-
men, as individuals often work cooperatively with family members in the wetlands. Previous studies also found the  
gender engagement crucial in disaster adaptations in South Asia, particularly in Bangladesh (Alam and Rahaman 
2019; Yadav and Lal 2018). As found in previous studies (Resurrección et al. 2019; Van Koppen 2017), women are 
primary caretakers and foster resilience and preparedness against environmental challenges like floods and cyclones. 
Recognizing and promoting women-led community building is essential in these regions.

Our research also suggests that women-led disaster management and leadership is important for decolonization. In  
the wetlands women use their traditional knowledge to devise adaptive strategies to face disasters. Their leadership is 
holistic, and it is important for timely disaster response. Similarly, previous literature found that women-led initiat -
ives foster community solidarity and contribute to the resilience of vulnerable regions, recognizing and supporting  
their vital roles in resource management, agriculture, and community well-being (Choudhury, Haque, and Habib 
2018; Karistie et al. 2023; Khan and Haque 2010). Crosweller and Tschakert (2020) recommend that governments  
incorporate strategies to address the socio-economic causes of vulnerability, inequality, and injustice directly into resi-
lience policy frameworks. Augmenting the capacity and role of the minority Hindu community will be important.

Implementing women-led flood crisis response in the wetlands of Bangladesh through a decolonial framework could 
change the established power system. The future holds promising prospects for integrating feminist community-led 
perspectives in disaster adaptations in South Asia and globally. As awareness grows regarding the multifaceted impacts 
of disasters, there is a growing acknowledgment of the need for more inclusive and gender-sensitive approaches to re-
silience-building. We hope our feminist framework will become integral in shaping policies, interventions, and com-
munity-led initiatives, ensuring that the unique vulnerabilities and strengths of diverse populations, particularly wo-
men, are considered. By centering the voices and experiences of women, these perspectives aim to foster more equit -
able and sustainable adaptations that address the root causes of gender-based vulnerabilities. 
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Endnotes

1. Marginalized groups are generally considered to have limited self-representation. They are consistently ignored by 
powerful actors and are subject to neglect, bias, discrimination, and mistreatment even when they make a meaningful  
social contribution (Chowdhury 2021).

Works Cited

Alam, K., and M.H. Rahman. 2019. “Post-Disaster Recovery in the Cyclone Aila Affected Coastline of Bangladesh: 
Women’s Role, Challenges and Opportunities.” Natural Hazards 96(3):1067–1090. 

Aziz, M. S. B., N.A. Hasan, M.M.R. Mondol, M.M. Alam, M.M. Haque. 2021. “Decline in Fish Species Diversity 
Due to Climatic and Anthropogenic Factors in Hakaluki Haor, an Ecologically Critical Wetland in Northeast 
Bangladesh.” Heliyon 7(1).

Bamforth, T. 2017. “While the world’s attention is elsewhere, Bangladesh faces a humanitarian crisis.” The Guardian 
16 December. https://www.theguardian.com/voluntary-sector-network/2017/sep/12/bangladesh severe-disaster-
flooding.

BBS, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics. 2022. Population and Housing Census 2022: Preliminary Report. Dhaka: 
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics. https://sid.portal.gov.bd/sites/default/files/files/sid.portal.gov.bd/publications/
01ad1ffe_cfef_4811_af97_594b6c64d7c3/PHC_Preliminary_Report_(English)_August_2022.pdf

Barbour, E. J., M.S.G Adnan, E. Borgomeo, K. Paprocki, M.S.A Khan, M. Salehin, J. W. Hall. 2022. “The Unequal 
Distribution of Water risks and Adaptation Benefits in Coastal Bangladesh.” Nature Sustainability 5(4): 294–302. 
doi.org/10.1038/s41893-021-00846-9

Bird Life International. 2004. Important Bird Areas in Asia: Key Sites for Conservation. Bird Life International, Cam-
bridge UK.

Chapola, J. 2022. A Racialized Settler Woman’s Transformative Journey in Canada: Building Relational Accountabilities. 
(Doctoral dissertation, University of Saskatchewan).

Choudhury, M. U. I., C.E. Haque, S. Habib. 2018. “Participatory Exclusion of Women in atural Resource Manage-
ment: Silent Voices from Wetland Communities in Bangladesh.” Community Development Journal 53(1): 42–60. 

Chowdhury, R. 2021. “Self-Representation of Marginalized Groups: A New Way of Thinking through W. E. B. Du 
Bois.” Business Ethics Quarterly 31(4): 524-548. doi:10.1017/beq.2021.5

Cohen, D. A., J. Cha, N. Graetz, A. Singhal, R. Sen. 2022. “Securing Climate Justice Federally: A Political Economy 
approach to targeted Investments.” Environmental Justice 16(5): 351–359. doi.org/10.1089/env.2022.0047

Crosweller, M., and P. Tschakert. 2020. “Disaster Management Leadership and Policy Making: A Critical Examina-
tion of Communitarian and Individualistic Understandings of Resilience and Vulnerability.” Climate Policy 21(2): 
203–221. doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2020.1833825

Datta, R. 2018 “Traditional Storytelling: An Effective Indigenous Research Methodology and its Implications for En-
vironmental Research.” AlterNative: An International Journal of Indigenous Peoples 14(1): 35–44. doi.org/
10.1177/1177180117741351

_____. 2024. Decolonization in Practice: A Cross-Cultural Perspective. ON: Canada Scholar Press

Datta, R., B. Kairy, M. Hurlbert. 2024. Addressing Wetland Flood Disasters through Community-led Strategies in 
Bangladesh. Asia-Pacific Journal of Rural Development 34(1): 98–112. doi.org/10.1177/10185291241296587

125

https://doi.org/10.1177/10185291241296587
https://doi.org/10.1177/1177180117741351
https://doi.org/10.1177/1177180117741351
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2020.1833825
https://www.theguardian.com/voluntary-sector-network/2017/sep/12/bangladesh


Dewan, C. 2021. Misreading the Bengal Delta: Climate Change, Development, and Livelihoods in Coastal Bangladesh. 
https://library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/50931

Dewan, C., M. Buisson, A. Mukherji. 2014. The Imposition of Participation? The case of Participatory Water Man-
agement in Coastal Bangladesh. DOAJ (DOAJ: Directory of Open Access Journals). https://doaj.org/article/
7d63e6b1427f4a74a401fb8369c98da3

Dewan, C., and K.G. Nustad. 2023. “‘Fluid Dispossessions’: Contested Waters in Capitalist Natures.” Ethnos 89(3): 
389–400. doi.org/10.1080/00141844.2023.2214340

Deb, A. K., and C.E. Haque. 2011. “‘Sufferings Start from the Mothers’ Womb’: Vulnerabilities and Livelihood War 
of the Small-scale Fishers of Bangladesh.” Sustainability 3(12): 2500-2527. 

Enarson, E., and P.G.D. Chakrabarti. 2009. Women, Gender and Disaster. SAGE Publications India.

Gokhale, V. 2008. Role of Women in Disaster Management: An Analytical Study with Reference to Indian society. 
In The 14th World Conference on Earthquake Engineering October. 12-17.

Haque, C. E. 2016. “‘We are more scared of the power elites than the floods’: Adaptive Capacity and Resilience of 
Wetland Community to Flash Flood Disasters in Bangladesh.” International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction 
19:145-158. 

Kamal, A. M., M. Shamsudduha, B. Ahmed, S.K. Hassan, M. S. Islam, I. Kelman, M. Fordham. 2018. “Resilience 
to Flash Floods in Wetland Communities of Northeastern Bangladesh.” International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduc-
tion 31: 478–488. doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2018.06.011

Karistie, J. F., A. Ridho, F. A Pangestika, M. B. F. Bisri. 2023. Women Participation in Disaster Risk Management Prac-
tices in Indonesia: A Systematic Review. Easychair. Org.

Khalil, M. B., B. C. Jacobs, K. McKenna, N. Kuruppu. 2020. “Female Contribution to Grassroots Innovation for 
Climate Change Adaptation in Bangladesh.” Climate and Development 12(7): 664-676. 

Khan, S. M. M. H., and C. E. Haque. 2010. “Wetland Resource Management in Bangladesh: Implications for Mar-
ginalization and Vulnerability of Local Harvesters.” Environmental Hazards 9(1): 54-73. 

Newaz, M. W., and S. Rahman. 2019. “Wetland Resource Governance in Bangladesh: An Analysis of Community-
based Co-management pproach.” Environmental Development 32: 100446. 

Paprocki, K., and J. Cons. 2014. “Life in a Shrimp Zone: Aqua- and Other Cultures of Bangladesh’s Coastal Land-
scape.” The Journal of Peasant Studies 41(6): 1109–1130. doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2014.937709

Parekh, L. 2023. From Crisis to Community: Exploring Informal Leadership and Rural Women in Community Re-
silience and Community-Based Adaptation to Climate Change, Master’s Thesis, University of Guelph. 

Resurrección, B. P., B. A. Bee, I. Dankelman, C.M.Y. Park, M. Haldar, C.P. McMullen. 2019. “Gender-Transformat-
ive Climate Change Adaptation: Advancing Social Equity.” Paper commissioned by the Global Commission on Ad-
aptation (GCA). 

Rodríguez, H., Quarantelli, E. L., Dynes, R. R., Enarson, E., Fothergill, A., and Peek, L. 2007. Gender and Disaster: 
Foundations and Directions. Handbook of Disaster Research, 130-146. Springer Nature.

Sharmin, Z., and M. Islam. 2013. “Consequences of Climate Change and Gender Vulnerability: Bangladesh Per-
spective.” SSRN Electronic Journal, January. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2200116.

Shefer, T., and V. Bozalek. 2022. “Wild Swimming Mmmmmmmmethodologies for Decolonial Feminist Justice-to-
Come Scholarship.” Feminist Review 130(1): 26-43.

126

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2018.06.011


Shi, L. 2020. “Beyond Flood Risk Reduction: How Can Green Infrastructure Advance both Social justice and Re-
gional Impact?” Socio-Ecological Practice Research 2(4): 311-320. 

Van Koppen, B. 2017. “Rural Women’s Rights to Water for Health, Food, and Income.” Expert paper EGM/RWG/
EP, 7, 20-22. 

Väyrynen, T., S. Parashar, É. Féron, C. C. Confortini (eds). 2021. Routledge Handbook of Feminist Peace Research. 
Routledge.

Wahid, A., M.S. Ahmad, N.B. Abu Talib, I. A. Shah, M. Tahir, F. A Jan, M. Q Saleem. 2017. “Barriers to Empower-
ment: Assessment of Community-led Local Development Organizations in Pakistan.” Renewable and Sustainable En-
ergy Reviews 74: 1361–1370. doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2016.11.163

Wijsman, K., and M. Feagan. 2019. “Rethinking Knowledge Systems for Urban Resilience: Feminist and Decolonial 
Contributions to Just Transformations.” Environmental Science and Policy 98: 70-76.

Wilson, S. 2008. Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods. Halifax: Fernwood.

Yadav, S. S., and R. Lal. 2018. “Vulnerability of Wwwwwwomen to Climate Change in Arid and Semi-arid Regions: 
The Case of India and South Asia.” Journal of Arid Environments 149: 4-17. 

Funding for this research was provided by the Canadian Research Chairs Program. The authors have no reported no 
conflicts of interests or competing interests.

127


	​ Introduction
	​ Researcher Positionality
	​ Theoretical Framework and Methodology
	​ Findings: Learning Reflections from the Women of Wetlands of Bangladesh
	​ Women’s Perspectives on Nature, Disaster, and Climate Change
	​ Women’s Perspectives on Flood Disaster Impacts
	​ Roles of Local Women During the Disaster

	​ Suggested Community-based Women-led Solutions
	​ Conclusion
	​ Endnotes
	​ Works Cited

