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ABSTRACT 
 River is not only a channelized flow of water; rather it offers variable interactions 

with society, some of which are devastating while many are blessings. Accepting all the 

positive and negative impacts of riverine actions man has settled along the river side, has 

developed their social relationship and eventually form society. Several researchers in 

varying disciplines argue about the existence of posited relationship between consensual 

relationship and riverine environment. With continuous interaction with the river, various 

types of rituals, customs, emotions, affections have been established and forms sense of 

consensual feeling in social relationship. However, with increasing physical distance from 

river such kind of relationship is faded out. Sundarbans is one of the most beautiful land of 

rivers. It is designed by numerable rivers, among them Matla, is an important river of this 

region. Riverine action and environmental set up of this river cast positive impression to the 

people and binds them in the frame of consensual mind. With this postulation, present 

investigation aims to capture the relationship between consensual relationship and the 

influence of riverine environment in respect to two separate communities – riverine and non-

riverine. The paper keeps in mind that the people living away from the river has feeble 

interaction with river and so likely their consensual relationship is imperceptibly influenced by it.        

  

KEYWORDS: Social Interaction, Consensus, Riverine Environment, Perception, Value 

System, Riverine Community.   

 
INTRODUCTION  
 Sundarbans is a renowned biosphere reserve in India. It is situated between 21032’ to 

22040’ north latitudes and between 88005’ to 89000’ east longitudes (Fig. 1). It has worldwide 

popularity due to its natural setting fabricated with numerous rivers, creeks and well-known 

mangrove forest. This picturesque environment casts a positive impression in the mind of 

local people who used to share common memories and value system. Within this natural set 

up human being carves his socio-cultural niche based on fishing and agricultural occupations 

in the lap of natural environment. This guidance forms associational life in terms of social 
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interaction and personal relation at locality level and develops deep sense to common rituals 

and local deities of the region.  

On the contrary the life of the people over here, experience constant threat from the natural 

environment. Being close to the sea front, the region is characterized with occasional 

cyclones, embankment breaching and subsequent salt water inundation. Agricultural in the 

region is often threatened by devastating cyclones and salt water inundation. On the other 

side, fishing in deep river is quite risky and threatening due to chance of sudden attack of 

fierce animals and seasonal occurrence of cyclone at the Bay of Bengal. However, the 

intensity of natural calamities significantly varies with the position of locale. With the 

increasing distance from the river, severity of hazards decreases. The villages located close to 

river with plenty access to fishing resource experiences natural calamities frequently, though 

the villages away from the river with agricultural livelihoods have rare experience of such 

natural calamities.  Such difference forms two separate communities – riverine community 

and non-riverine community.  

From the view of resource utilisation riverine community gets more positive feed back. The 

economic outlook for riverine community is essentially related to the work of fishing and 

fish-oriented trades and other related activities. They avail fishes, crabs, tiger prawn seeds 

etc. from the river and thus sustain their livelihoods. Riverine environment to them is a 

lifeline. Contrarily, non-riverine community mainly depends on agricultural economy for 

their livelihoods. Dependency to river for agricultural practices is a historical phenomenon 

since the beginning of human settlement, though saline water of Matla river has no use for 

irrigation purposes. Thus, agriculture is restricted by mono-culture due to scarcity of 

irrigation facility. Irrigation by ground water is quite impossible as ground water is saline and 

fresh water available beneath 1400 feets (Kanjilal, 2000). Recently modified creeks act as a 

source of irrigation, though it is not sufficient as per requirement. Therefore, physical 

environment limits the growth of agriculture for the non-riverine community. 
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Fig. 1 

 

Rationale to the Problem  
 Man cannot live in social isolation. He is the part of collective organisation united by 

certain relations and modes of behaviour which mark them off from the others. Those 

relations include social as well as functional tie up between the individuals in the form of 

social networking. Social network of an individual includes those persons with whom he 

maintains interaction and forms social bond. From the sociological point of view interaction 

theory relates a posited relation between consensus and social relationship (Adams, 1967). 

Consensus signifies sharing of common values, interest, and attitudes (Newcomb, 1956). 

Several researchers have curved out the positive influence of affection and consensus upon 

social relationship (Homans, 1961). In another research paper Edward Gross has mentioned 

two types of psychological relationships – symbiosis and consensus (Gross, 1956). Symbiosis 

indicates a relationship of interdependence based on common needs. As long as the need 

continues, symbiotic tie remains. On the other hand, a consensus tie is based upon common 

values and norms. A disharmony in the society will break consensual mind. According to 
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Gross, a change in attitude weakens consensus relationship. Many researchers opine 

consensus is the fundamental bond of any kind of social relationship (Bott, 1957; Farber, 

1964; Lee, 1964). According to Carter consensual feeling and symbiotic ties are mostly found 

in the community relationship, especially in the hazard prone areas (Carter, 1954). Lott and 

Lott mention community preparedness is the manifestation of consensual ties that keeps 

social harmony within the people (Lott & Lott, 1960). Foa argues with increasing difficulties 

in the nature community helps and consensual feelings within the people are subjected to 

increase (Foa, 1961). Considering all these arguments, the present inquiry tries to assess the 

strength of consensual relationship within riverine and non-riverine communities in terms of 

social interaction and value system. Needless to say that, the riverine community is the 

ultimate beneficiary in respect to resource utilisation. However, they are frequently affected 

by the vagaries of natural environment. Such kind of dualism within the environment in terms 

of blessing as well as curse leads to form strong relationship in community level and 

subsequently forms consensual bond. With this mindset, present paper has been 

conceptualized in the natural setting of the left bank of Matla river to assess the strength of 

consensual bond in respect to riverine and non-riverine communities.  

Area under Study   
The data for this study has been taken from the eight villages along the left bank of Matla 

river of the Sundarbans. Four villages are considered along the riverside of Matla and rest 

four away from the same river (Fig. 2). The riverine villages taken into account are – 

Bhangankhali, Purandar, Ananda abad-4 and Jhorkhali-4. The deterioration of riverine 

environment is least in the southern villages and at the same time fishing opportunity is 

relatively higher due to vastness of river, whereas riverine condition is most deteriorating in 

the northern villages and logically fishing is limited due to narrowing of river caused by rapid 

siltation. Considering all these arguments, the riverine villages have been selected 

considering the entire north-south stretch of Matla river, keeping substantial physical distance 

from each other. Such a selection facilitates to avail verities of samples and at the same time 

helps to avoid repetition problem of similar responses.  Selection of non-riverine villages has 

been done similarly from north to south covering the whole study area. The non-riverine 

villages that have been considered are Phulmalancha, Sonakhali-2, Ranigarh and Jhorkhali-2.  
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Fig. 2 

Materials and Methods  

 Two different aspects have been critically examined for the present study to asses the 

strength of consensual bond for the riverine and non-riverine communities. The first one is 

dealt with the pattern of social interaction in respect to some selected items. The second 

attempt aims to capture the perception of the residents relating to value system of the region.  

 
Samples   
Samples were taken from the eight aforesaid villages based on different age groups like – 20 

to 35, 36 to 50 and more than 50. Sample size varies from one village to another and it ranges 

from 45 to 60 (Table 1). The collected samples form each villages are equally divided in all 

age groups. The judgement of respondent selection has been done on the basis of age, good 

responses and experience for long time (at least 15 years). The strength of consensual bond 

develops through repeated interactions with a particular neighbourhood (Milligan, 1998). 
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Thus, only residents with long experience (at least 15 years living experience) were taken 

into consideration.  

Table 1: Village-wise Number of Respondents 
Type Village Sample Size Type Village Sample Size 

R
iv

er
in

e 

Bhangankhali  60 

N
on

-
R

iv
er

in
e 

Phulmalancha 60 
Purandar  60 Sonakhali-2 46 
Ananda Abad-4  45 Ranigarh 50 
Jhorkhali- 4  60 Jhorkhali-2 60 

 
Assessment of Pattern of Social Interaction 
Posited and repeated social interactions form inner structure of consensual mind. Similarity 

of opinions, reciprocity of relationship, mutual responsiveness, and deep personal feelings are 

able to form consensual agreement (Gross, 1956). The group level positive interaction is the 

symbol of consensual relationship expressed through interaction chain and group networking. 

With this postulation, the investigation explains the pattern of social interaction of the eight 

selected villages. The samples are taken randomly ranging from 45 to 60. The selected 

respondents were asked to assign the rank about the given items of interaction (Table 2). 

Accordingly, the most interactive item judged by them is assigned rank 1 and lowest one is 

vice-versa. The average rank score of each item has been derived village-wise (Table 3) and 

thereafter is employed in fig. 3a & 3b.   

Table 2: Items of Social Interaction 
Aspect Livelihood Environmental Problems Economic Problems General Inter 

Interaction
Rank 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Perception about Value System 

People of riverine and non-riverine community of this area have multi-ethnic background 

having different occupational pursuits with pluralistic religious beliefs (Bera, 2010).  These 

people are settled in a common ecological set-up since time immemorial and are induced to 

perform some common rituals to the reverence of local deities due to their survival and 

subsistence in such adverse environmental situation. This compulsion forms common value 

system developing consensual agreement with each other not only within the habitat but also 

throughout the region. With this conjecture, the study aims to investigate the strength of 

consensual mind of the people relating to local rituals of the region (examples like – worship 
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to Bonobibi, Ma Ganga, Dakshinrai etc.) and at the same time attempts to examine existing 

difference of opinions between riverine and non-riverine communities.  

For such analysis, same eight villages has been investigated once again based on three items 

– reverence to the local deities (X), worship performance (Y) and grace of the deities to the 

people (Z). Responses from the field are set into five point scale – very high (X5), high (X4), 

medium (X3), low (X2), and very low (X1).  Against these responses arithmetic scale has been 

assigned from 5 (for ‘very high’) to 1 (for ‘very low’) and thereafter item-wise score is 

derived by adopting the following formula: 

   Total score of (X or Y or Z) = (5 x n5 + 4 x n4 + 3 x n3 + 2 x n2 + 1x n1) /N 
Here, n5, n4, n3, n2 and n1 stand for number of opinions for X5, X4, X3, X2 and X1 respectively 

and N denotes total number of opinions. Total average score of the items is presented in the 

table 4 which have been further treated for ANOVA to show significant differences of 

opinion between riverine and non-riverine communities.   

Analysis  

Analysis 1: Pattern of Social Interaction 
 The items of social interaction are arranged in such a fashion that livelihood items 

have been given first priority followed by the items of environment problems, economic 

crisis and general interaction. It can be assumed that livelihood aspects are the most 

interactive subject of rural life and likely to be threatened by the environmental problems, 

like – salt water inundation, river bed siltation, water crisis etc. All these lead to economic 

problems at household level and eventually general interaction (educational improvement of 

younger generation, political aids) is supposed to return positive feedback to the problems.   

Table 3: Village-wise Average Rank of Social Interaction 

T
yp

e 

Village Aspect Livelihood Environmental 
Problems 

Economic Problems General 
Interaction 

Rank 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Item 
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Sample 
Respond
ents 

R
iv

er
in

e 

Bhangankhali 60 1.95 1.98 3.68 4.40 5.44 5.94 8.86 6.29 8.21 8.31 

Purandar 60 2.31 1.51 5.25 5.47 6.57 2.67 9.11 7.31 8.57 9.86 

Ananda Abad-4 45 1.91 2.03 3.58 4.89 5.33 6.21 9.03 7.69 8.54 9.45 

Jhorkhali-4 60 1.60 2.48 2.68 5.10 6.95 6.98 9.60 5.28 5.82 8.50 

N
on

-R
iv

er
in

e Phulmalancha 60 1.15 2.56 6.66 4.69 5.9 8.93 9.62 7.69 2.89 8.15 

Sonakhali-2 35 1.89 1.54 9.51 8.75 3.69 4.89 5.28 8.08 8.96 8.58 

Ranigarh 45 1.21 1.89 5.69 9.41 8.89 7.89 8.23 6.47 3.57 4.51 

Jhorkhali-2 60 1.02 1.58 3.94 2.88 5.69 7.21 8.89 6.89 4.52 9.33 
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It is prominent from the fig. 3a that social interaction among NR villages is almost similar 

and consistent and follows sequential pattern (according to assumed pattern) prompted with 

higher ranking in livelihood items followed by lower ranking in general items of social 

interaction. It clearly voices consensual agreement for NR villages at their interaction level. 

On the other hand, diverse pattern of social interaction among FR villages is depicted in the 

figure 3b. The trends of these patterns are mostly inconsistent and except Jhorkhali-2, other 

three villages do not follow sequential design of social interaction. It prompts consensual 

diversity or disharmony at inter-village level for the non-riverine community.       

 

 
Fig. 3a 

 

 
Fig. 3b 

Analysis 2: Perception about Value System  

The role of value system is intermingled in the life of people of the Sundarbans. The rituals 

relating to annual worship of Bonobibi, Dakshinrai, Ganga are most popular aspects of 

immaterial culture of this region, though, perceived values relating to value system are not 

equally found for the riverine and the non-riverine communities. It is clear from the table 

(Table 4) that the loading of all three items are standing above 4.00 for the riverine 

communities, however only with few exceptions it is below 4.00 for the non-riverine 
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community.  Thus, it is very clear that faith to the value system and execution of rituals are 

comparatively higher for the riverine community.  

Table 4: Perception Relating to Local Rituals and Values 
Item Riverine 

Bhangankhali (60) Purandar (60) Ananda Abad-4 (45) Jhorkhali- 4 (60) 

X 4.25 4.12 4.20 4.25 
Y 4.18 4.17 4.29 4.22 
Z 4.15 4.08 4.20 4.13 

Item 
Non-Riverine 

Phulmalancha (60) Sonakhali-2 (46) Ranigarh (50) Jhorkhali-2 (60)
X 3.92 3.86 3.89 4.10 
Y 4.03 3.89 4.09 4.13 
Z 3.83 3.94 3.94 4.05 

Note: Number in Bracket indicates sample number of respondents 
 

The derived perceived values in table 4 have been treated for ANOVA (Table 5 and 

Table 6). The calculated value (F) for the riverine community is 2.29 which is lower than the 

table value of 4.07at 95% confidence level with d.f being v1 = 3 and v2 =8. Thus, it confirms 

that there are no such significant differences present within the riverine community regarding 

the value system of the region. The riverine community feels common urge and devotions 

(perceived value of X and Y > 4.00) to the rituals and customs of the region and at the same 

time they have faith on it (Z > 4.00).    

Table 5: ANOVA Table (Riverine Community) 
Source of 
Variation 

SS d.f MS F-ratio 99% of limit (from the F-
table) 

Between Sample 0.0183 4-1=3 0.0061 2.29 F(3,8) = 4.07 

Within Sample 0.0212 12-4=8 0.0027

 

Table 6: ANOVA Table (Non-Riverine Community) 
Source of 
Variation 

SS d.f MS F-ratio 99% of limit (from the F-
table) 

Between Sample  4-1=3 0.0679 3.97 F(3,8) = 4.07 

Within Sample  12-4=8 0.0486 

 

For non-riverine community, the calculated value of F is 3.97 which is lower than the table 

value of 4.07 at 95% confidence level with d.f being v1 = 3 and v2 =8. It also supports that 

there are no such significant differences present within the non-riverine community regarding 

their value system. They feel same sensation and devotion, and faith on the value system; 

though their perception is relatively low (except Jhorkhali-2) in comparison to riverine one.    
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DISCUSSION  
The analysis signifies existence of consensual ties in social interaction for the riverine 

community. They have posited feelings to each other and deep realisation in belonging to 

same village, same neighbourhood, same occupation and same region also. Apart from busy 

schedule, fisherfolk lead a leisure life within the village. They have enough time in their 

hands during the lean season. They spend this time through interaction with each others. The 

focal point of their discussion is concerned with fishing activities, embankment repairing, 

decreasing fish catch, siltation of rivers etc. All these topics are related to riverine 

environment and its changes over time. The opinions of their discussions are similar and 

unanimously they point out the same reason as those are common traits in this region 

(Sundarbans). This common agreement develops consensual mind of the people that has been 

grounded in the forgoing investigation. In contrary, for the non-riverine community there has 

no such consensual tie between the respondents of sample villages in terms of social 

interaction. They exhibit similarity of opinions in terms of their ancestral livelihoods and its 

associated problems. But so far other things are concerned like – environmental problems, 

economic problems, they are mostly inconsistent in their opinions. Thus, consensual 

agreement has been noticed neither in social nor in their economic life.  

It has already been established from the analysis that the riverine community is more united 

in terms of their value system in comparison to non-riverine one. The reason behind this is 

not difficult to perceive. Fishing operation in deep rivers requires a cooperative environment, 

without which successful catches are almost impossible. Throughout the fishing season, 

fisherfolk hardly have any time to think about their friends and relatives who are left in their 

natal villages. During this phase they form community and involve in fishing operation. 

Practically they have little leisure. If leisure is available they discuss on fishing operation and 

possibility about successful catches. For pure recreation purpose they play cards sometimes. 

Beside this, worship to deities in Saturday and Thursday, singing songs, folktales, reading out 

form sacred books are the important addition to this. In spite of all these busy schedules, they 

feel a latent anxiety about their family, relatives and friends left in their natal village. All 

these activities including recreations groom their mind in the same frames and lead to 

develop a consensus, especially in terms of values and rituals of the region. The higher 

loading in three items of value system clearly embarks on that. On the other hand, influence 

of consensus is rather feeble (values below 4.00) in the social relationship of non-riverine 

community due to their delicate association with the riverine culture of the region. Though, 

belonging to the same natural environment they share common values, norms and lead a 
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peaceful life as riverine community use to do. Their reverence to deities like - Bonobibi, 

Ganga, Dakshinrai exhibits a notion of consensual mind revealed through the present 

investigation.  

 

CONCLUSION  
The investigation clearly prompts that the strength of consensual bond is quite higher for the 

riverine community in comparison to non-riverine one. Behind this, two basic reasons have 

been found out. First, cyclones and salt water inundation are viewed as serious threats by the 

inhabitants of riverine community. To adjust with the negative impacts of such extreme 

event, human activities are operated through collaborative actions to solve the problem of 

inundation.  Construction and maintenance of embankment provide answer to the real 

problem of salt water inundation. Thus, group performance develops to cope with the 

vagaries of nature and subsequently develops strong consensual bond. Second, riverine 

communities sustain their life by involving in fishing activities. Success in fishing depends on 

nature and composition of the units. It requires skilled fisherman, boatman and technical staff 

for various activities associated with the deep river fishing. They form fishing groups by the 

collaboration of six to ten fisherfolks from their kinship and neighbourhood relations. Thus, 

the economy they are involved is profoundly a group activity. Such a group level interaction 

either occupational or need based, is not only performed within a village boundary, rather it 

encounters at inter-village level. Thus, needs of socio-economic life build strong tie-up 

between the kin and other than kin relations at intra and inter-village level and form a strong 

consensual mind. On the other hand, construction and maintenance of embankment is not the 

job of non-riverine community. Though, their habitats are sometimes inundated but they are 

neither physically nor emotionally involved for construction or maintenance of embankment 

in the Sundarbans. In addition to this, maximum farmers of the Sundarbans possess a very 

small amount of agricultural land. Over times these small amount of land is divided into 

smaller pieces due to family division from the one generation to the next.  Agriculture in the 

small land requires very few amounts of agricultural labourers and most of the occasion 

farmers hire labourers within the village reach. Thus, inter-village level interaction is 

seemingly low.  At the same time kin interactions either intra or inter-village level are not 

found stronger as it is found for fishing community. Such kind of alienation makes weak 

relationship and eventually forms feeble consensual bond.     
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