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Poem of Shankaracharya to the Narmada 
 

The wise ones said:  

That which sings your praises  

At dawn, at twilight, at night,  

In its human form  

Acquired in the suffering of  

So many births,  

To approach in honor  

The feet of Shiva himself. 

  

Therefore hears my praises;  

O Sacred Narmada.  

Your presence is  

A grace for the Earth.  

The faithful ones name you Kripa,  

Thanks even.  

You purify the Earth  

Of its impurities.  

The faithful ones name you Surasa,  

The sacred soul.  

You cross ground by leaping  

Like a dancing stag.  

The faithful ones name you Reva,  

The leaping.  

But Shiva named you Delightful  

and, in his laughter,  

He gave you the name of Narmada.1... 

 

Shankaracharya. 
  

 

                                                 
1
 Shankaracharya was a great reformer of Hinduism in the 8

th
 century.  Poem translated from 

Hindi by Gita Mehta in 1993.  Continuation in appendix. 
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Mata Narmada  

 
 

Fig. 1: Illustration representing the divinity of the Narmada river. Source: Image on sale 

in the local markets along its banks, 2005. 
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Introduction 

The West often represents India as fixed in time. However, contrary to this 

generally accepted idea, it nowadays takes up the challenge of development. The entire 

country today engages, before our eyes, in economic, political, and profound cultural 

upheaval. In 50 years of independence, India has undoubtedly changed as much as in two 

centuries of colonialism.  

This large, rich country of more than one billion inhabitants, characterized by 

great cultural diversity, is the cradle of great Hindu and Buddhist civilizations. Whereas 

Buddhism spread in the entire Eastern Asian continent, Hinduism remains an Indian 

characteristic, practiced by 80% of its population.  

India, called ñBhârat,ò is in its entirety a sacred territory in the collective 

representations of Hindu communities. The people who live on its soil are particularly 

attached, marking out across the landscape, multiple markers symbolizing their identities. 

The Hindu temples, the mosques, the Jaïn temples, the Gurdwaras (Sikh temples), the 

churches, and sometimes the synagogues constitute so many signs of religiosity and 

community, forming a landscape organized by a mosaic of people each one supporting a 

different philosophy of existence. The independent Indian Union is defined as ñthe 

largest democracy in the worldò allowing the cohesion of its various communities. 

French and English colonization have barely touched the foundations of Hindu 

civilization, the transported values being added to the diversity of the world of the ideas. 

The proposals introduced for territorial development under the British administration, 

such as the construction of the network of railways, were accepted by the whole of the 

population. Indeed, these infrastructures were necessary to modernize the country and to 

make it progress in the international context.  

Since Indian independence in 1947, a new form of influence comes from the 

West, the ñdevelopmentò which we can regard as a new vehicle of cultural diffusion. The 

middle class population of the cities already fluently uses the technological goods 

imported from Western countries or produced on Indian Territory. The campaigns have 

not remained with isolated. Since 1964, the ñGreen revolutionò there has also introduced 
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of new techniques: new technologies of irrigation and the introduction of industrial inputs 

(fertilizer and insecticides) intended to increase the productivity considerably. These land 

reforms do not, however, concern the whole territory, and the economic liberalism does 

not benefit the entire Indian population.  

The construction of great dams was an idea supported with the central 

government of India since colonial times. The actual work of the projects started only 

after independence. These hydraulic projects are, nevertheless, largely dependent on the 

financial and technical assistance of the Western countries. They are thus the means of 

economic and technical developments, vehicles of the materialist culture of developed 

countries, built on rivers sacrilized by the spiritual culture of Hindu society.  

The Puranic and Védic texts, at the foundation of Hindu culture, frequently praise 

the elements of nature. The mountains and the hills are often the homes of the gods, while 

the lakes, rivers, and streams are the same incarnation of divinity on Earth. Hinduism and 

ecology are thus in close relation since antiquity. The cities are traditionally built 

according to the characteristics of the environment. The most exceptional natural sites 

often become holy places where the gods reside. They sometimes evolve in places around 

which urban centers develop.  

The Narmada, one of the seven sacred rivers of India, is considered a divinity in 

the Hindu collective representations. Thousands of faithful glorify it and deeply devote 

themselves to her (Bhakti*). An atmosphere of peace emanates from this devotion in 

which time flows like the flow of the water. However, now, a great governmental 

development project is underway in the Narmada valley, attempting to exploit its natural 

resources, to produce hydroelectricity, and to build large irrigation systems. These 

installations will make it possible to increase agricultural production, and to increase the 

water and electricity supplies of the cities and industrial parks.  

The holy city of Omkareshwar is one of the many holy cities of India and is 

located on the banks of the Narmada. It acts as an important religious center of the valley 

whose sacrality is registered in its territory by many signs of divine nature. The city has 

developed to with it for several millennia, gradually changing forms according to the 

socio-cultural and historical context.  Religious infrastructures have always constituted 

the principal elements of the organization of its urban space. Within the framework of the 
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development project, a large dam is currently in construction just a few hundred meters 

away from the spiritual center of the city. From now on, it will have to integrate this 

building and all that is attached to it in the installation of its sacred space, while adapting 

to the increasingly massive multitude of pilgrims and tourists.  

The principal problems of the subject are those of knowing how Hindu religious 

life, structuring the space of the holy city of Omkareshvara on Narmada, coexists 

with the industrialist and economic developments which occur there. The question 

thus concerns itself with the concepts of sacred space and development. Does a 

process exist for adjusting sacred space to development? Of these two elements--

sacred space and technological development--which will dominate the direction of 

geographical space in the minds of the people?  

The purpose of this study is composed of three parts: In the first, we will explain 

how the sacredness of the Narmada River is expressed by the Hindu population as 

well as its artificializ ation by the valley development project. We will also discuss 

the impact of this project.  

In our second part, we will study the holy city of Omkareshvara, located on the 

Narmada.  

Lastly, we will analyze the development of the holy city and its integration in a 

worldly space. 

 

- Epistemological foundations of research.  

 This study of human geography falls under an approach to cultural and social 

geography. An interdisciplinary approach in the social sciences is necessary to take into 

account all the complexity and all the aspects of the spatial stakes in question, which are 

of cultural, environmental, economic and political order.  

Ethnology, religious sociology, spatial anthropology, psychology, theology, 

philosophy (Western or Indian), or the history of the religions and other mythical texts, 

are combined in this step for the study of the phenomena taking place in this religious 

space in the process of transformation. In addition, the economy, policy, development, 

and the environment are also fields to be explored within the framework of this subject 

connecting two spaces which seem at first glance to be opposed: ñsacredò religious space, 
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and ñsecularò industrial space. It is a question of studying the social and economic 

phenomena which are translated in the organization of space, to understand which set of 

influences guides the direction of this territory. Man as an individual or as an 

individual in society is a spatial actor; by his feelings, his decisions, his acts, he 

moulds these places permanently.  

A social space seems like an organization, which adapts and evolves unceasingly 

under the effect of the modifications of the economic, social, and physical environments.  

Paul Claval represents culture as the whole of ñthe know-how, the practice, the 

knowledge, the attitudes, and the ideas that the individual receives, internalizes, modifies 

or develops over the course of his existence. From one generation to anotheréthe 

contents change, culture is not a total reality: it is a unit infinitely diversified and in 

constant evolutionò (Claval, 1999). The principal pitfall to be avoided would be thus to 

consider culture and religion as inevitably immutable values, which condition the social 

subject. In fact, they are these processes of adjustment and change rendered in space 

which we must try to grasp and which spark our interest in the topic.  

The study of the religious marks in the territory, the material signs which are 

offered to the spectator in the landscape, is a necessary approach to bring spatial legibility 

to the religious phenomenon. But this geographical analysis taking into account a 

concrete reality is not enough to understand the whole of the phenomena. Culture and 

religion are undeniable producers of space and territory. Religion organizes society, 

which itself structures the space in which it exists.  

However, today, the site of Omkareshvara is subjected to a development project. 

The ñdevelopmentò can be defined as the whole of the social processes induced by 

voluntarist operations of transformation of a social environment, undertaken under the 

biases of institutions or actors external to this environment (Bonte-Izard, 1991).  

How is this development integrated in the representation of this space by the 

residents of the holy city? 

 

- Field research methods.  

 During our field research in India, from December 21, 2004 to April 9, 2005, we 

tried to collect as much information, data and documents, as possible from the city of 
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Omkareshvara and the dam construction site, then in the resource centers of various 

institutions and NGO. We consulted documents produced by the INTACH (Indian 

National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage) the University of Delhi, the HSC (Center of 

Social sciences of the Embassy of France in India) and the Department of Archaeology of 

the Indian Government. In addition we examined documents from NGO WWF (World 

Wild Foundation) and the CSE (Center for Science and Environment).  

At the center of the town of Omkareshvara, we tried to grasp the cultural and 

religious phenomena occurring in this place. Our method of investigation was 

ñparticipatory observation,ò which made it possible to be introduced into the social life 

and to study the intercommunity relations which exist there. This method also allowed us 

to take part in the daily religious ceremonies and the great festivals where we could grasp 

all the spiritual atmosphere of the events. Many discussions with various actors enabled 

us to get to know all the diversity of the individuals present in this place. We analyzed the 

speeches of the director ñgeneral managerò of the Omkareshvara dam as well as 

engineers employed on the project, of representatives of religious life, pilgrims, and 

members of the various communities of the holy city and certain surrounding villages.  

We collected environmental evaluation reports at the NHDC (Narmada 

Hydroelectric Development Corporation) which held statistical data on the rural people 

affected by the project, charts of the site, and the plans of the dam. On the internet 

network we found many charts of installations of the Narmada catchment area available 

on the websites of the authorities responsible for the valley development project, as well 

as satellite images.  

We also prepared a documentary video and illustrated reports. The video and 

photography represent excellent tools for data acquisition and made it possible to bring 

sounds and images to life, a great part of this geographical study.  

 

In the text, the words of original Sanskrit are noted in italics and are marked by 

an asterisk (*) at the point of their first appearance. 
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Part 1: Narmada, a sacred river in the course of artificializ ation. 
  

 

 India is one of the most populous countries on our planet today. Its demographic 

growth, accelerating since its independence, requires the government of the Indian Union 

to increase agricultural production to allow its self-sufficiency in food production and to 

export the surpluses if possible. In parallel, its integration within the world economy is 

made possible by industrial and technological development, which is increasingly 

competitive, supporting the economic growth of the country. To support this growth the 

Indian Union needs to become energy independent. The construction of dams on its large 

rivers thus seems to be a solution to produce great quantities of hydroelectricity and to 

allow the distribution of water, addressing domestic, agricultural, and industrial needs.  

Since the night of times [?], Narmada is one of the seven sacred rivers of India 

evoked in the oldest texts. Its banks whose pilgrims of all countered traverse the paths [its 

banks, whose paths pilgrims of all types have traveled?], are marked by many symbols of 

religious devotion.  

During these last decades, the power of progress, of Indiaôs development and 

economic growth, pushed the government towards the exploitation of this riverôs waters. 

However, the implementation of the plan of development, aimed at transforming and 

controlling its natural course, was long, hard, and encountered many difficulties. This 

interregional geopolitical issue confronted the States of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, 

Maharashtra and Rajasthan, with the question of the division of this resource. In addition, 

it was vehemently discussed on all levels of public opinion, from local to global. The 

environmental impacts and the displacement of the local people often adivasi * and low 

castes, awoke both humanistic and ecological protest movements. These movements were 

organized in NGO with the aim of defending and preserving the natural environments 

and cultures of the affected communities. Lastly, this great project calls into question the 

policies of the successive governments, their relationships to international organizations, 

and the very problem of ñdevelopment.ò So, will this great Narmada valley development 
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project not lead to an artificialization and a radical transformation of the life of this large 

Indian River? Don't the ambitions of modernization carrying new paradigms and 

transforming those of the societies go against thousand-year-old cultures which constitute 

the heart, even of the identity of this great nation?  

In order to tackle these questions we will first study the natural, ecological, and 

environmental characteristics of the catchment area of the Narmada River.  

Secondly, we will analyze how the sacrality of the river expresses itself.  

And finally, we will examine how the governments planned its transformation and 

how this will to exploit the waters of Narmada became an inter-regional geopolitical 

conflict, and a project disputed on an international scale. 

 

1. Hydrology and ecology of the Narmada River.  

 The Narmada valley is situated at the center of India. However, it remained 

insulated for a long time, regarded as a wild zone of the Indian peninsula densely covered 

with forests, not very navigable and not allowing a human development as massive as in 

the Ganges valley.  

 

1.1 The catchment area of Narmada: localization and situation.  

 Narmada forms part of the 7 largest rivers of India. It is the largest river running 

out towards the west of the Indian peninsula. This river is most important of the State of 

Madhya Pradesh, and runs out in the South of this State.  
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  Fig. 02: Map of Indiaôs Catchment Areas 

  Source: Oxford India Atlas and CREMIN Emilie, 2005.  

 

 The source of the Narmada is in mountain range spanning from Maïkal to 

Amarkantak, between 900 and 1,051 m in altitude. From its source, it runs out towards 

the west over a length of 1,312 km before running into the Arabian Seaôs Gulf of 

Cambay, 50 km to the West of Bharuch in Gujarat. The mountainous chains of Vindhya 

in the north, Satpura in the south, and Maïkal in the east, as well as the Arabian Sea in the 

west, form the limits of its catchment area. The shape of this basin is elongated and 

narrow with a 945 km length to the west and a width of 234 km from north to south. The 

first 1,077 km crosses Madhya Pradesh, then the river forms the border between this 

state and that of Maharashtra for 35 km, then it forms the border between Maharashtra 

and Gujarat  for the following 39 km. The last part of the river runs through Gujarat over 
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a distance of 161 km. The Narmada opens into the Gulf of Cambay with an estuary of 20 

km. The whole of the catchment areaôs drainage surface extends for approximately 

100,000 km
2
 (98,796.80 km²), 87% of which is in Madhya Pradesh (85,859 km²), 11% in 

Gujarat (11,399 km²) and 2% in Maharashtra (1,538 km²). Narmada is regarded as ñthe 

lifelineò of Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat, because it offers in these states great quantities 

of water and vast arable lands necessary to meet the basic needs of their people. It was 

estimated that 15 million inhabitants lived in the Narmada basin in 2001; today there 

would be nearly 20 million (NHDC, 2003). 

 

1.2 Climatic conditions and hydrological characteristics of the 

catchment area.  

1.2.1 Climatic conditions of the catchment area.  

 The catchment area of Narmada, in the center of India, is in the intertropical 

ñmonsoonò climatic field  in alternate seasons. It is generally characterized by a humid, 

tropical climate. 

 

Fig. 03: Ombro-thermic graph of the average precipitation and 

temperature in the Narmada Valley. 

 

 Throughout the year, although this area is characterized by alternating between 

the dry season and wet (monsoon) season, one observes four distinct seasons: a cold and 

dry climate from November to February with temperatures of 17°50 C to 20° C, a hot 

and dry climate from mid-February to mid-June of 30 to 35°C, a monsoon climate in the 
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southwest from mid-June to the end of August of 27°50 to 30°C, and a post-monsoon 

climate from September to November of 25° C to 27°50C (NHDC, 2003).  

 

- Precipitation:  

 The average annual precipitation for the whole of the basin is 1,178 mm. 

Nearly 90% of precipitation is received during 5 months of monsoon from June to 

October, including nearly 60% during the 2 months of August and July. The remainder of 

precipitation (i.e. 10%) falls sporadically from November to May during the dry season. 

 

Fig. 04: Map of Indiaôs precipitation, position of the Narmada within the 

whole. 

  

 The precipitation is unequally distributed in the basin. One can distinguish several 

climatic zones, organized by overall gradient, growing in precipitation and 

decreasing in temperature from west to east. In certain places, extreme micro climates 

meet, varying according to their geographical positions in the basin (slopes, altitudes, 

continentality, or oceanity).  

 

1.2.2 Hydrogeology and hydrology of Narmada.  

 

a) Hydrographic network.  
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 The Narmada River receives 41 major tributaries: Tawa, Kaveri... (Fig. 5, p. 25). 

They run out mainly of the southern slope of its catchment area.  

 

b) The hydrological mode of the Narmada River:  

 The hydrological system of the Narmada River is fed by rainy conditions in a 

tropical environment, because there is only one maximum each year and one mode of 

diet [?] (rain). The high waters and the rising water levels are concentrated during the 

monsoon period, the 4 summer months from June to September, receiving nearly 80% of 

annual precipitation. The low waters, specific to the dry season, extend from October to 

May, the river then living on its reserves is fed only by 20% of the annual precipitation 

during this period.  

 

c) Flow of the river.  

 The only sources of information we obtained concerning the total volume of river 

water refer to data the communicated from 1979 to 1992 within the context of the work 

of the court of water and the analyses of governmental and nongovernmental Indian 

organizations. In 1979, the study of the statements of its output, by the court, concluded 

that the total annual volume of water in the Narmada was 27 million acre feet (i.e. 

32,400 million m
3
)
2
. In 1992, studies of flow of the river, reliable since the figures were 

then available for 45 years, proved that the outputs were only 22.69MAF, which is 

27,228 million m
3
, in other words 18% lower than the first estimate.

3
 

 

1. 3 Geology and geomorphological structure of the Narmada catchment 

area.  

1.3.1. Parts of the hydrological network along the river:  

                                                 
2
 Figure evaluated and determined by the National Water Dispute Tribunal (NWDT) from the river output 

statements at the border between Gujarat and Madyha Pradesh from 1945 to 1979. 
3
 Figure evaluated between 1945 and 1992. Written submission on behalf of the Union of India, February 

99. 
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 Fig. 05: Physical Map of the Narmada catchment areas and neighboring regions. 

 Source: Oxford Atlas and CREMIN Emilie, 2005. 

 

 The sources of the Son, Mahanadi, and Narmada are found in the high plateau of 

Maïkal, forming the origin of three different catchment areas (Fig. 5). From its source to 

Amarkantak, Narmada runs out in an East-West axis, through the forest in a torrential 

way containing many waterfalls on steep slopes. Leaving Ramnagar (an old palace now 

in ruins in the Mandla district) it becomes a deep and placid current. Downstream of the 

town of Mandla, it changes direction to a North-South axis. During this curve on the level 

of Jabalpur [?], the majestic falls of Dhuandhara, ñthe fountain of fog,ò forms at the top 

of a marble block 10m in height. Then the river cuts into the deep white marble mouth 

ñMarble Rocks.ò Downstream of Jabalpur, the river again takes its East-West axis and 

peacefully continues its course in a narrow central valley between the Vindhya and 

Satpura mountain ranges for 320 km. Below Hoshangabad, it enters its first alluvial plain, 

where it forms rapids, islands, and deep basins. Between Punasa and Omkareshvara at 

115 km, the valley narrows again, the wooded hills follow one after another. Then, 

downstream of Omkareshvara, the river enters its second alluvial plain, the Nimar plain. 

The valley becomes narrow again in the district of Jhabhua, between the wooded hills of 

Bagh and Barwani where the course of the river flows over several cataracts. Lastly, 
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downstream of these last hills, the Narmada enters its last coastal alluvial plain where it 

makes up a large winding path. Below Bharuch, it widens to an estuary of 28 km to enter 

the Gulf of Cambay. The alluvia accumulate at the mouth and form large islands of which 

the largest is Aliabet, a surface of 40,000 ha covered by mangroves and tides.  

1.3.2. Structural characteristics of the catchment area.  

a) The Narmada-Sound lineament.  

 Located between the Vindhya and Satpura mountain ranges, which form two 

parts of the Deccan Traps, the Narmada valley corresponds to an interior graben 

(or a rift valley) extending from the Madhya Pradesh heights to the low plains of 

Gujarat. This graben, in which the river runs out, would be in the beginning, a 

directed fault line ENE-WSW from the approximately 1,200 km called the 

ñNarmada-Sound lineament.ò  

This fault line, regarded as likely to have been active since the Precambrian, had a 

fundamental influence on the geological composition and the geomorphological 

structuring of the area during subsequent geological periods (Chaudery, 1995). At the 

beginning of the Cretaceous, the valley was flooded by a marine incursion. The late 

Cretaceous succeeded, culminating with the volcanicity of the Deccan Traps which 

covered a vast surface of the Indian peninsula. The graben separates the sedimentary 

formations of Gondwana in the south and those of Vindhya in north, which have 

differentiated geological histories. Two parallel faults forming the graben of the 

Narmada-Sound lineament structure the platforms and orient their ridges in a ENE-WSW 

direction where the Narmada River runs out of Jabalpur into the Gulf of Cambay. Other 

faults come perpendicularly to cut them in a second graben called ñGondwana-Godavari 

Grabenò in a NW-SE direction. Taking into account the many earthquakes recorded in 

the Narmada-Sound axis, this valley was recognized as a zone of weakness by 

researchers.
4
 In 1997, an earthquake occurred in Jabalpur at an intensity of 6.5 on the 

Richter scale. 

  

b) Two Mountain Ranges: The Vindhya and Satpura Mountains.  

                                                 
4
 Geological Survey of India. 



 23 

 The Vindhya mountain range, where the Vindhya Mountains extend to the north 

from the Narmada valley, is a large structure which separates the north from the south in 

India. Some regard it as a horst rising to the north of the Narmada-Sound fault line. It acts 

as a series of plateaus oriented from east to west. Its rise generally lies between 450 and 

610 m, with some climaxes above 1,000 m (Fig. 5, p.25 and 6). The majority of this chain 

is made up of sandstone and quartzites of the vindhyen system [?] (Precambrian), 

partially covered by the Deccan Traps. These hill s have generally largely eroded for 

millions of years and are now only remnants of mountains. They form the border and the 

septentrional line of division of water between the Narmada valley and the Ganges basin. 

 

 

 

Fig. 06: The south side of the Vindhya plateau.  Source: CREMIN Emilie, 

February 2005. 

 

 The Satpura mountain chain is located at the south of the Narmada valley: 

ñSatpuraò means ñ7 folds,ò or according to regional beliefs ñthe 7 sons of the Vindhya 

Mount.ò This chain separates the Narmada basin in north, of the Tapti basin in the south. 

It is a complex system of mountain chains and plateaus 966 km in length and 

approximately 161 km wide. It starts in the west, at Gujarat in the hills of Rajpipila, and 
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includes the Panchmarhi hills and the Maïkal mountain chain in the east. This chain has a 

general orientation WSW/ENE. The Amarkantak peak in the high plateau of Maïkal rises 

to 1,063 m. In its eastern part, the Satpura chain is made up of gneiss from Gondwana 

and the Archaean. The ranges of hills, which compose this vast Satpura mount, have been 

forcefully dissected by the erosive action of the rivers and the brooks which run roughly 

in the same East-West direction.  

 

 Together, the Satpura and Vindhya mountains form the lines dividing the 

waters of the center of India from  which the Narmada, the Chambal, the Betwa, the 

Son and other rivers run out, of which some run towards the Ganges and others 

towards the Godavari and the Mahanadi.  

 

 Between these two large chains, the valley takes various different forms in 

which the river flows. They are sometimes hills and sometimes vast flood plains 

(Fig.7) limited by the abrupt slopes of the chains. 

 

Fig. 07: The Nimar Plaine beneath the mist, seen from the Vindhya plateau.  

Source: CREMIN Emilie, February 2005. 
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1. 4 Biogeography and settlement of the Valley.  

1.4.1 Zoology and biogeography:  

 The fauna and the flora of the Narmada valley are rich and varied. Since the 19th 

century, this wooded region of India was known throughout the world by the famous 

Kipling novel ñThe Jungle Book.ò The writer, inspired by the forests of Betul and Séoni 

in the higher part of the valley, set the area as the backdrop for a part of the action of his 

book. At the same time, Captain J. Forsyth, a great English naturalist under British India, 

author of the great classic ñHighlands of Central India,ò described the hills of Mahadeo 

near Panchmarhi with great precision. Other novels tell the magic of this ecosystem 

mixed with the spiritual. These areas have changed quickly since the colonial era. The 

pressure on the natural environment greatly increased, and one can from now observe 

many signs of the degradation of the wooded region and of all its biodiversity.  

 

a) Animal diversity:  

 In the 19th century, the Captain J. Forsyth would have met many animals in the 

forests of the Narmada valley: elephants, wild buffalo, or marsh deer [?]. The chitals 

(spotted deer) met in great number close to clearings that have brooks running nearby. 

Close to the cultivated plains, there were large herds of black buck antelope (Antelope 

cervicapra) which have 60 cm horns. These days their numbers have considerably 

diminished. Leopards are numerous, but, dramatically, tigers have almost disappeared. 

Two hundred of the 4,000 tigers of India were in the east of the Narmada valley in 1990. 

This is a meaningful fact, because the tigers can live only where they can drive out stags 

in diversity and in sufficient numbers. The presence of a great number of tigers is an 

indicator of the health of a forest, a forest rich in the biodiversity necessary to the entire 

ecosystem. However, today we know well that this species will have disappeared soon. 

Bears and other animals meet close to river rapids. These zones are poor in species of 

water birds, but rich in a variety of ornithological species of the plains and hills. The 

Pavo cristallus and the Gallus sonnerati are very common bird species. Bison 

(Bosgaurus), packs of wolves, and wild dogs can always be observed.  

 

b) The forest settlement of the Narmada basin:  
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 Different types of forests exist in the basin:  

In the east, in the upstream basin, the forests are of wet tropical type, while 

in the central area and in the west, in the central and lower basin, the forests are 

generally of dry tropical type and decidedly so [?].  

In Madhya Pradesh, the density of the uncultivated ñnaturalò vegetation increases 

towards the east. The districts of Chindawada, Betul, and Sahadol, are populated to this 

day with a very great diversity of vegetation. In the district of Sahadol, the Narmada 

flows out over rock ledges and overhangs formed by cascades and waterfalls. All around 

the broad bamboo forests, forests of teaks and sals (Shorea robusta) tower.  

Several national parks and ñwildlife sanctuariesò
5
 were established in the 

Narmada valley by the Indian government (Fig.5 p. 25 and Annexe 2). They are now 

under the responsibility of the management of the State of Madhya Pradesh, which must 

preserve its exceptional natural inheritance according to ñWildlife Protection Actò of 

1972. The first national park instituted was that of Kanha in the Mandla district, in the 

past a hunting preserve for the viceroys of England during British colonization. It was 

founded by the Indian government in 1974. Near the Kanha National Park, that of Fen [?] 

is located at the sources of Narmada. Further away, downstream are: Fossil National Park 

between Amarkantak and Jabalpur, Noradehi National Park to the west of Jabalpur, the 

park at Satpura and Panchmarhi and Bori Wildlife Sanctuaries to the south of 

Hoshangabad, the wild sanctuaries of Ratapani, of Singhori and of Kheoni south of 

Bhopal, that of Sardarpur near Dhar and Shoolpaneshwar [ShÆlapáæÅshvara] in Gujarat 

(website of the Forest Department of Madhya Pradesh).  

In the highest hills of Panchmarhi, preserved and protected within the framework 

of the Satpura National Park and Panchmarhi Wildlife Sanctuary, the vegetation is 

characterized by an important population of sal in the higher parts of the hill s, the 

bottoms of the slopes being populated by anjan (Hardwickia binita) and teak. As for the 

bottoms of the valleys, they are populated bamboo plantations. Lastly, the thickets of 

kanji (Pongamia glabra) grow wildly near the brooks.  

In the central part of the basin one finds large forests of the dry tropical ty pe and 

decidedly [?] made up of teak, bamboo, saj (Terminalia tomentosa), of bija (Pterocarpus 

                                                 
5
 The biosphere reserve. 
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marsupium), of arjun, selai (Boswelia serrata), anjan, mahwa, hirda (Terminalia 

chebula), etc. This great number of species adapted to the teak forests indicate that they 

are highly developed and naturally advanced forests, now having an immense value. The 

other trees, most common in Madhya Pradesh and the valley, are the pipal, the mango 

tree, the neem, and the bargad that one encounters close to the villages. The upper and 

middle basins of the Narmada were densely populated forests at the beginning of the 20th 

century. The overexploitation and the lack of care strongly degraded the forests during 

these last years.  

 

Near the borders of Gujarat, the Rajpipla forest was completely devastated by the 

tractors of the loggers, with the implicit and sometimes explicit support of the local 

members of the Legislative Assembly of Gujarat, during the last three decades. The 

politicians of Gujarat systematically encouraged the clearing of the forest belts in the 

Jhabua province, under the pretext that these zones would be submerged by the Narmada 

dam reservoirs. But the destruction of the forest went well beyond the immersion zone! 

The tribal people, the Bhils, who are narrowly dependent on them, were pushed back 

towards the area of Dangs or the area of Alirajpur on the other side of the Madhya 

Pradesh border (Paranjpye, 1990). The forests are not likely to again repopulate the hills 

which will remain stripped.  

1.4.2 Characteristics of the human settlement.  

 The Narmada valley is inhabited by many religious and ethnic communities. The 

caste system and class divisions are exerted in a traditional way throughout the entire 

valley. The central Narmada basin, the Nimar plain, has historically had a great diversity 

of people. According to the 1961 census
6
, 30.5% of the population of the plain speak 

Hindi; 10% Urdu; 23.5% the regional dialect Nimari; 16% the Korku tribal language; and 

6% Bhil, Banjara, and Gondi. The current immigrants are mainly represented by the 

Gujaratis, the Sindhis (3%) and the Marathas (16%) (Russel, 1997).  

The Hindu, Sikh, and Muslim communities are concentrated in the urban centers 

and occupy themselves with trade. In Hoshangabad, 94% of the people speak Hindi. The 

remainder of the population profess to use [?] the Urdu, Marathi, and Korku languages. 

                                                 
6
 1961 Census (Russel, 1997). 
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The Muslims, the people speaking Urdu, result from Muslim colonies installed here in 

the 17
th
  and 18

th
 century (Russell, 1997). Hindus, the people of high castes speaking 

Hindi, hold the greatest properties in the rural areas.  

 

Fig. 8: Pattern of tribal settlements in India.  Source A Social and 

Economic Atlas of India, Delhi, Oxford University Press, 1987 (Jaffrelot, 

1996). 

 

The 1981 chart of the distribution of the tribes in India clearly states that the tribal 

people, Bhilala, Bhils, Korkus, Gond, Pardhan, Bharia-Bhumia, and Khôl, are strongly 

concentrated in the hilly areas of the Narmada valley.  The majority of the Bhils and 

Bhilalas populations are concentrated in the hilly area [?] to the east of Gujarat and the 

west of the Narmada basin, in the West-Nimar (Dhar and Jhabua). While in the center 
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and the east of the basin, one finds a strong concentration of the Gondi and Korkus 

people and minorities of Pardhans, Bharia, Bhumia, and Kols. The tribal people are thus 

confined to the least fertile and the most difficult to exploit lands in the areas of dense 

and undulating forests. 

1.4.3 Farming Practices.  

a) Agriculture in the whole of the valley.  

 Sixty percent of the surface of the ground in the Narmada catchment area is 

cultivable. However because of certain limiting factors, like the availability of water, 

poor economic conditions, etc., only 45% of the grounds are currently used for 

agricultural activities.  

Two types of space are used for cultivation: the alluvial plains, such those of 

Nimar, generally in the form of large parcels which the high Hindu castes own, and the 

hills occupied by the people of low castes and ethnic groups which cultivate small parcels 

and remain narrowly dependent on the wooded areas. Rice is the most common grain 

particularly in the higher part of the basin, where precipitation is more important and the 

infiltration of the soil is weak. In the districts of Balaghat, Mandla, Betul, Rajnandgaon, 

and Jabalpur, rice represents more than 50% of all grain. The cultivation of corn is more 

important in the central and lower areas of the basin. Barley, corn, millet, etc. constitute 

the major part of the grain cultivated in certain districts such those of Dhar, Jhabua, and 

Khargaon. After grains, leguminous plants (pulsate) such as beans, etc. are the most 

widespread cultures of the basin (approximately 26%).  Oleaginous plants, such as 

soybeans account for 5%.  

 

b) Agriculture in the tribal villages of banks of the Narmada: example of some 

villages upstream of the holy city of Omkareshvara.  

 

Upstream of the small holy city of Omkareshvara, many villages populated by the 

adivasi people and low castes practice agriculture on the undulating banks of the 

Narmada. Two villages, Gunjari and Kelwar Khund, representative of those of the 

Omkareshvara dam flood zone, were studied and sampled in 1992 by the environmental 

report of ñWildlife Institute of Indiaò of Dehra Dun. Gunjari extends on a surface of 
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337.68 ha, of which 118.96 ha will be submerged, while Kelwar Khund extends on a 

surface of 840.26 ha, of which 38.63 ha will be submerged. The farmers of these villages 

come mainly from the Thakurs, Bhilalas, and Gaolis tribes. Some Maheshwaris also 

farm. The major products of this area are cotton, corn and sorghum. In these villages, the 

average income from agriculture represents nearly 70% of the total household income. 

Other products, such as rice or soybeans, are intended mainly for consumption and for the 

self-sufficiency of families; the surpluses are resold on the market of Omkareshvara or 

are exchanged for other products such as clothing, agricultural tools, oils, and spices. The 

profits are used for religious or cultural ritual celebrations. 

 

Fig. 9: Village of Bakhatgar, located in the flood zone of the Omkareshvara dam 

reservoir.  Source: CREMIN Emilie, January 2005. 

 

- Livestock farming and livestock by-products.  

 With an average of 14 livestock per household, the sale of cattle and their by-

products raises household incomes. The average income coming from livestock by-

products is 16% (of 70%) of total family income. 
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Fig. 10: Child takes his herd of goats to graze in the forests and on the country 

roads around Bakhatgar, a village located in the Omkareshvara dam flood zone.  

Source: CREMIN Emilie, January 2005. 

 

 

 

Fig. 11: Fisherman on his flat-bottomed boat near the village of Bakhatgar upstream of 

Omkareshvara. Source: CREMIN Emilie, January 2005. 



 32 

- Dependence on the forest resources.  

 Within the framework of the agro-sylvo-pastoral system, the villagers depend on 

the forests for the supply of wood for heating, for fodder and for other products. Fire 

wood is an essential product for the lives of the peasants who use it for their own heat and 

especially to cook. Certain families collect it then resell it thus ensuring themselves a 

complementary source of income. A household consumes on average 12.8 kg of wood 

per day in summer and 25 kg of wood in winter.  

The supply for fodder is essential to feed the bovine or caprine herds. The herds 

are often taken along in forest to graze, as the leaves of anjan are collected there for 

fodder.  

Other complementary products are also collected in the forest such as the 

tightened leaves [?] (serving to make bidis* ) or the flowers of mahua (serving to make 

alcohol highly appreciated by the adivasis). These resources contribute to the total of 

3.6% of household incomes.  

The leaves of certain plants are used for the wicker working and the manufacture 

of baskets. However they are not all collected now, because they are no longer available 

in sufficient quantities.  

The sale of wood, cow manure in the form of round patties, milk, and other 

products derived by the people living around the temple of  Omkareshvara contribute up 

to 9.2% of the peasantsô incomes.  

- Fishing.  

 Fishing communities (of the Kahars caste) exist in certain forest villages located 

on the banks of the Narmada. Fishing accounts for on average 75% of their total income 

(Fig. 11, p. 35). The Narmada River, cutting into the Deccan plateau, is thus 

characterized by a particular river morphology. This valley, saved for a long time by the 

great concentration of the revealed people [?], is nowadays, an environment rich in 

diversity. It thus offers a large variety of landscapes: arable lands occupying the alluvial 

plains with the forests covering the hills. The Hindu communities and adivasis, 

cohabiting there, adapted this natural framework. They developed their specific ways of 

life with it and today are strongly attached to this territory. The elements of nature are 

deified there, creating in their culture close relations between man and his environment. 
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2. A sacrilized river: the goddess Mata Narmada. 

 Many river basins such as the Mesopotamian, the Nile, or the Indus were the seats 

of origin of great civilizations. These rivers remained in close connection with the men 

living on their banks for a long time. Their roles, as fundamental natural elements, 

supporting life and fertility, appear in the myths and the beliefs of many cultures. This 

phenomenon is obvious in the Indian sub-continent, where the Ganges, the Indus, the 

Narmada, and other large rivers have a cultural identity, transmitted over time, by the 

sacred literature of Védas* and Puranas*, as well as through myths and popular legends. 

The rivers are regarded as ñMothers,ò often associated with goddesses. In all the holy 

places which line the banks of the river, the Narmada is familiarly called ñMata 

Narmada,ò which is to say ñMother Narmada.ò  

Water has a major role in the performance of religious rituals: to take a bath in 

sacred water makes it possible to purify the heart and the body and get rid of all its sins. 

Those located in the areas around some tirthas*
7
, holy places in relation to particular 

water points, would be likely to hold the divine presence. There would be 400 billion 

sacred places on the banks of the river according to certain Puranic texts. Actually, each 

rock located on the banks of Narmada symbolizes in the Hindu collective representation a 

Shiva-linga*
8
. 

 

2.1 The myths founders and the cultural importance of the Narmada for 

the inhabitants of the valley.  

 Knowledge of myths is necessary for the comprehension of the religious 

appropriation of space. Indeed, the visible and invisible world is considered and 

organized by religions according to cosmogonies and of cosmologies which establish 

what a ñmythological geographyò seeks to understand, being interested in the established 

relationship between religion and environment according to a dialectical between the 

                                                 
7
 The tirthas are points of passage for crossing the river.  They represent for Hindus the passage between 

terrestrial and celestial space. 
8
 Linga of Shiva: aniconic representation of Shiva. 
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material world and spiritual worlds. Mountains, hills, lakes, and rivers form the sacred 

elements of space and allow a religious reading of the landscape.  

Thus, concerning Narmada, one finds many legends and many myths in the books 

of traditional India, Védas and Puranas, explaining the mysteries of nature. The Narmada 

Mahatmya is a mythical text praising the river and its sacred territory, kshetra*. This 

source is invaluable because it informs us about local worship, making it possible to 

understand the system of the Hindu belief and more generally the world of Indian 

representation (Porcher, 1985). This text divided into several chapters, reports the 

mythical history of the foundation of the Narmada, and those of the principal holy places 

(sanctuaries, tirthas) of its banks. 

 

2.1.1 The Myths founders of Narmada. 

 The ñNarmadaò did not always bear this name. It had several dependent on those 

which paid attention to it. The first literary reference relating to it is in Raghuvamsa, 

where it is called ñRévaò (flood). It is also associated with Shiva, one of the three 

principal gods of the Hindu Pantheon, by taking the name of ñJata Shankariò and by its 

origin coming from the moon ñSomodbhava.ò Sometimes, it is confused with the goddess 

Ganga (the god of the Ganges) in several of her names ñMahesvari Gangaò or ñDaksina 

Ganga,ò the Ganga of the south (Deegan, 2000).  

In Matsya Purana we can read that ñall sins are purified by bathing seven times in 

the Yamuna river, once in the Ganges, but the simple sight of the Narmada is sufficient to 

exonerate its sins once and for all!.ò This river is regarded as the most sacred in India, 

because it is enough to look at it, to have a ñvisionò of it (to take its darshan*) to be 

purified. According to local legends, the goddess Ganga comes each year in the disguise 

of a black cow to bathe in the Narmada. Then, she returns to her home, in her valley in 

the shape of a white cow, cleaned of all her sins. A Hindu proverb says: ñAs wood is cut 

with an axe, in the same way, to the sight of the sacred Narmada removes all sins from a 

manò (Bhattacharya, 1999).  

ñThe Ganges is regarded as sacred in Khankal, Saraswati in Kurukshetra, but the 

Narmada is sacred everywhere it flows, as much in a forest in a village.ò The Narmada is 

literally, ñthe giver of blissò (Khanna, 2003). 
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Fig. 12: Ancient metal tablet representing the icon of the Mata Narmada Ji sitting on her 

vehicle the caiman, swimming in the waters of the river, one of the 400 billion tirthas in 

the background. She is protected by the Brahma trinity, Vishnu and Shiva drawn above. 

Below it is written ñNARMADA HARE HAREò the sacred mantra which frees the devout 

from all their suffering. 

Source: On sale at the local market, 2005. 

 

In the Rewa khand of the Skanda Purana, often called Narmada Purana, the 

history of the creation of the Narmada started with the devastating flood, which occurred 

at the end of the period of Satya Yug
9
 *. In this text, Shankar

10
 was alone and practiced 

profound asceticism ñtapasyǕ*
11
ñ on the heights of the Amarkantak plateau to call all the 

                                                 
9
  The Yugs are the great Hindu chronological eras marking the 4 cosmic phases: the period of creation and  

truth ñSatya Yugò of order ñTretha Yugò of disorder ñDwapar Yugò and of destruction ñKali Yug.ò These 

period repeat themselves eternally. 
10

 Another name of Shiva. 
11

 Asceticism or austerity supporting meditation and communication with the gods. 


