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ABSTRACT
This thesis explores the experiences of the Nicobarese community of Great Nicobar, in the aftermath
of their post-tsunami resettlement. It aims to provide a cohesive analysis of the long-term
consequences of the natural disaster on specific aspects of the Nicobarese lifestyle, such as the
changes in their practices, knowledges and culture. Through the overarching lens of political ecology
this research will first outline the Nicobarese’ pre-tsunami lifestyle, and the factors which made the
community more susceptible to the damages caused by the tsunami. This thesis will then use a
theoretical approach which is in line with the practice theory, to reconceptualise the Nicobarese
knowledge as context-specific and situated practices. It will analyse the ways in which the Nicobarese
negotiate the knowledge and practices which existed in their pre-tsunami lifestyles, and the kinds of
practices which emerge as a result of the changed context of their resettlement. The methodology of
this research is participative and ethnographic in nature, and thus complements the practice-based
theoretical foundation. This thesis will look at examples of changes in the Nicobarese’ daily life and
experiences, and explore how these mundane changes in practices have implications which are much
deeper than the physical damage caused by the tsunami. Finally, this thesis aims to be an integrative
study of the politics which are underlying in the Nicobarese society, while focussing on aspects of
change in their daily lives, to look at the different factors which have contributed to the transformation
of the Nicobarese lifestyle.
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1

Problem Statement

Natural disasters result in large scale ecological and social devastation, which transform societies and
relocate affected populations (Kirsch, 2001). These dramatic human-environment interactions bring
to the forefront inadequate political and economic structures which exacerbate inequalities and
impact the social, cultural and environmental relationships of communities (Chandi & Arthur, 2011;
Fussell & Elliott, 2009). Every year, approximately 27 million people are displaced from their homes
as a result of natural disasters such as tsunamis, fires, floods, earthquakes and hurricanes, a
phenomenon which grows each year in its scale and complexity (Yonetani, 2014). Most of the time,
vulnerable or marginalized populations are the worst affected by disasters which result in their
displacement and resettlement (Yonetani, 2014). This has led to questioning along the lines of the
“naturalness” of natural disasters, opening up room for analysing structural inequalities which emerge
in their wake, and an urgent need to address the aftermath (Robbins, 2012).
The profound effects of the aftermath of disasters on affected communities are countless, for which
there exist various strategies to deal with their increasing trends (Yonetani, 2014). These range from
resilience building, to risk reduction programs, resettlement, and rural-to-urban migration (Wolsko &
Marino, 2016). Studies conducted over the years on disasters and displacement have shown the ways
in which they affect populations differently. Hamideh & Rongerude (2018) present an example of how
the people of colour and lowest income in Galveston island were unequally affected during the
recovery period post Hurricane Ike. They highlight how pre-existing structural inequalities affected
the ability of the communities to access resources, and participate in decision making processes which
directly impacted their life. This case revealed the complexities of natural disasters for vulnerable and
marginalized groups on Galveston island, and highlighted the importance of factors like income, race
and ethnicity, and housing type which can cause a difference in the levels of damage a disaster can
have on a particular population (Hamideh & Rongerude, 2018). Moreover, post-disaster outcomes
also create new forms of bureaucratic and institutional complexities which affects the distribution of
relief and aid measures, highlighting and further exacerbating the rampant structures of
discrimination. This case underlined the importance of the short term period of decision making and
disaster aid which are a main focus in disaster studies (Hamideh & Rongerude, 2018). While this short
term period is extremely essential, the long term consequences of disasters constitutes a completely
different world for the communities that are displaced. Wolsko & Marino, (2016) demonstrate one of
the many models prevalent in disaster studies which emphasize on resilience building and successful
adaptation of impacted communities. By highlighting the importance of the long-term psychological
health of communities, this case offers insight into the importance of a communities’ connection to
nature, countering arguments which suggest rural-to-urban relocation as the best possible solution
for communities which face disasters, through the case of the Inupiat community of Shishmaref,
Alaska (Wolsko & Marino, 2016).
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A deeper look into aid and resettlement responses also shows how natural disasters can have
outcomes which change livelihoods and reduce the living standards of affected communities, having
severe cultural, psychological and social consequences in the long term (Kita, 2019). However, studies
on patterns of prolonged displacement seem to be insufficient in literature, as well as in policy reports.
Most of the research about disasters occur in their immediate aftermath, while long-lasting studies
about people who are resettled, their post-resettlement patterns and trends remain unstudied
(Yonetani, 2014). One such example is the aftermath of the Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004, which has
shown how complexities of disaster aid can have long-term political and cultural consequences for
marginalized and indigenous communities, as illustrated through studies conducted in Sri Lanka, and
different parts of the Andaman and Nicobar islands (Arora, 2018; Hyndman, 2007). This thesis follows
the post-disaster trajectory of the Indian Ocean tsunami, tracing the experiences of the indigenous
Nicobarese population in the island of Great Nicobar, fifteen years after the disaster. While there have
been studies conducted on the relief measures during the immediate aftermath of the tsunami, there
has yet to be an integrative study about the profound political and cultural implications of the tsunami,
and the subsequent transformation of the Nicobarese community as seen in their daily lives.
In the following sub-sections of the introduction, the Nicobar islands, and the Nicobarese community
will be described, followed by relevant policies adopted by the Indian government which will be
outlined in order to provide a better understanding about the pre-tsunami lifestyle of the Nicobarese
community, and the structures of vulnerability which are underlying.

1.2

Background of the Nicobar islands

The Nicobar Islands are a group of 24 tropical islands, part of the Andaman and Nicobar archipelago
located in the Bay of Bengal, India (Simron Singh & Haas, 2016). Administratively, the islands are
divided into three groups: the northern, central and southern Nicobars, of which the southern islands
are made up of two large inhabited islands – Great Nicobar and Little Nicobar, the others being
uninhabited (Saini, 2016). The southern Nicobars are also the southernmost territory of India, and the
island of Great Nicobar is the study site for this research project. Belonging to the Indo-Malayan global
biodiversity hotspot, the islands are particularly high in endemism with nearly 14% of the flora being
endemic due to the relative lack of human pressure on the environment (Porwal, Padalia, & Roy, 2012;
Shrawan Singh, Waman, Bohra, Gautam, & Roy, 2016).
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Figure 1: Map of Nicobar islands, (Simron Singh, 2009)

These islands are majorly inhabited by an indigenous community known as the Nicobarese. Prior to
the tsunami, they lived a mostly isolated life until Indian migrants were settled there from 1969
onwards (Saini, 2016, 2018a). Their livelihoods were dependent upon hunting, gathering, fishing, pig
rearing, coconut and betel nut production, and some horticultural activities for basic fruits and
vegetables (Simron Singh, 2009). Coconuts and pigs are an extremely essential aspect of the
Nicobarese lifestyle and are deeply woven into their culture through their use in traditions and rituals
(Wildenberg & Singh, 2012). The communities lived a primarily subsistence based lifestyle with little
dependence on the global market economy. Since the previous century, betel nuts and copra1 were
mainly used for trade, in exchange for rice, sugar, cloth, and fuel, among other commodities
(Wildenberg & Singh, 2012)
It has been said that island communities usually have a diverse range of social practices synonymous
with nature conservation (Chandi, Mishra, & Arthur, 2015; Lu, 2001; Wade, 1988). They are said to
have a lifestyle of limited needs, since they have historically been dependent upon the environment
for subsistence (Fischer-Kowalski et al., 2010). One of the main arguments in these studies is the
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) of indigenous communities, which emerges from the thought
that traditional practices and belief systems, provides an alternative understanding to scientific
ecology and has proven to be of particular importance at the local level, especially in cases of complex
societies such as Great Nicobar (Berkes, Colding, & Folke, 2000). TEK is described as a knowledgepractice-belief complex, which has a central focus on cultural values and knowledge systems of
communities who have a unique interaction of their nature-culture relations (Berkes et al., 2000;
Gómez-Baggethun, Corbera, & Reyes-García, 2013). The pre-tsunami Nicobarese engaged in elaborate
festivals, and practiced customs and traditions which were linked to nature (Fischer-Kowalski et al.,
2010). As seen in research conducted by Chandi et al. (2015), older generations of the Nicobarese
were careful of over-using natural resources, and through taboos and legends, the communities
participated in sharing mechanisms for natural resource use. This enabled the Nicobarese to create a

1

Copra is the name for dehydrated coconut. Copra production was introduced in the Nicobarese lifestyle at the
beginning of the 20th Century, and it soon replaced the barter system of exchange with monetary exchange. It
has ever since been used majorly for the production and livelihood of the Nicobarese, as well as for personal
consumption and feed for pigs and chicken.
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culture interwoven with values respecting their natural environments, and live a lifestyle of sharing,
cooperation and mutual benefit. (Chandi et al., 2015).
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However, in December 2004, an earthquake occurred just off the coast of Indonesia, causing a tsunami
which damaged a number of islands in the Indian ocean. The Nicobar group of islands was one of the
worst affected by the tsunami, since they lie 1,192 km to the north of Sumatra, Indonesia (Shrawan
Singh et al., 2016); being the closest Indian territory to the epicentre of the earthquake of a magnitude
of 9.3 (Simron Singh, 2009). The destruction affected more than half of the mangrove forests, 40% of
the coral reefs, 97% of the mangrove cover and more than 3900 ha of agricultural land (Nehru &
Balasubramanian, 2018; Simron Singh, 2009).

Figure 2: Epicenter of earthquake, (Simron Singh, 2009)

The tsunami destroyed a large part of the Nicobarese’ land, and in its aftermath the islanders received
national relief in the form of post-disaster aid from the Indian government (Saini, 2018a; Simron Singh
& Haas, 2016). It was in this period of relief and aid that the Nicobarese were displaced from their
homes along the coast, and relocated in the island interiors alongside the settler communities in
revenue towns such as Campbell Bay. Bureaucratic and institutional complexities caused these
resettlements which were initially meant to be temporary, to last until the present date due to lack of
permission to move back to their original settlements. Simron Singh (2009) describes it as a ‘complex
disaster’, since the nature of humanitarian aid was unsuited to the needs of the local people and
contradicted their social setting and culture. Unfamiliar commodities entered into the Nicobarese’
lives in the form of cash compensation, housing, welfare programs and free food supply; and while
they were well intentioned, they did not deliver as such. Unnecessary products such as fans without
electricity access, blankets in the tropical climate, food such as noodles and cola were distributed to
the islanders (Simron Singh, 2009; Simron Singh & Haas, 2016). In a short period of time, the
Nicobarese went through two sudden changes: the disaster, and the post-disaster aid. Many analyses
of this period have criticized the approach of the government and relief organizations, referring to
them as fulfilling their own agendas without acquainting themselves with the fragile socio-ecological
fabric of the Nicobar islands (Saini, 2016, 2018a).
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This time period has been marked as the beginning of the Nicobarese’ societal transformation. The
disaster itself and its complex relief period have contributed to the their current state. The posttsunami dynamics of the Nicobarese are seen in the loss of their permanent homes, agricultural land,
forest gathering, access to hunting and fishing, which are difficult in the areas which the Nicobarese
are resettled in. This has in turn altered the patterns of their resource access and use, traditional
housing, sharing mechanisms, and diet, and has therefore diversified their relatively direct
dependence upon the environment (Arora, 2018). However, it must also be stated that the current
situation of the Nicobarese cannot be attributed only to the tsunami, as will be elaborated in the next
section.

1.3

Governmental policies and the Nicobarese vulnerability

The Nicobarese’ vulnerability to the effects of the tsunami has not only been caused by the disaster,
and neither is it inherent to their indigenous identity. While referring to the tsunami, what also needs
to be addressed is the context of vulnerability of the indigenous Nicobarese, as a result of historic
structural processes which have shaped them to be as such, which also explains their current situation.
This section argues that the political state and lack of economic opportunity of the Nicobarese today
is shaped by historic and institutional processes, starting from their oppression under British and
Japanese colonialism, to the post-colonial processes by the Indian government in the form of the
Andaman and Nicobar Islands Protection of Aboriginal Tribes Regulation (ANTAPR) 1956, and the
following settlement of migrants from mainland India to Great Nicobar.
The ANPATR was created by the Government of India to protect the indigenous populations on the
Andaman and Nicobar islands (Andaman and Nicobar (Protection of Aboriginal Tribes Regulation),
1956). Initially, this regulation directed the creation of specific areas as tribal reserves across the
Andaman group of islands, and the entirety of the Nicobar group of islands was declared as a tribal
reserve (Venkatanarayanan, 2018). This regulation has been deeply debated as propagating the
perception of the indigenous islanders as primitive and hostile, and news about them has been taken
out of context and spread globally, contributing to this perception (Giles, 2018; Mazoomdar, 2018;
Venkatanarayanan, 2018). The ANTAPR restricted outsiders entry, and created passes for Indian
settlers be able to access the reserved areas, who needed to obtain trading licenses to trade
commodities such as coconut and betel nut. It also paved the way for dividing the islands into settled
areas designated for the Indian state and its many departments, and forested regions which were
inhabited by the indigenous populations of the islands (“Constitution society,” 2016; Sen, 2017). One
of its main drawbacks was the lack of consultation with the communities regarding their land use
patterns (Sen, 2017). Many amendments in the following years were enacted which allowed for
government workers and their families to enter the areas without needing an entry pass. This set the
stage for exploitation of the land and its communities by the government workers present on the
islands, and inadvertently led to the commercial exploitation of indigenous groups of the Andaman
islands such as the Jarawas through the controversial human safaris which had started to take place
on some of the islands (Giles, 2018; UNESCO, 2010).
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Many projects for the development of the islands were proposed. These plans portrayed the islands
as underpopulated and suitable for agriculture, with the promise of creating employment for the
populations which would be settled there (Sen, 2017). None of the development plans duly considered
the ANTAPR, nor the indigenous people, and only focussed on acquiring their lands. One such
development project declared the entire island of Great Nicobar which was previously a tribal reserve,
as suitable to reclaim for plantation and agriculture (Accelerated Development Programme for
Andaman and Nicobar Islands, 1966).
Subsequently, the geopolitically motivated and strategic settlement of mainland Indians followed in
Great Nicobar over the years of 1969 to 1979. The initial settlement consisted of military exservicemen families, which resulted in the formation of 7 revenue towns along the south-east coast
of the island, including Campbell Bay, which was established as an administrative headquarter for the
island (Saini, 2018a). Soon after the arrival of various government departments, Indian migrants in
search of business and livelihood opportunities followed, rapidly expanding the island’s population
(Saini, 2018a). This was followed by the reclamation of forest lands for agriculture, and the
construction of roads through reserved areas in order to support the livelihoods of the settler
population. It also resulted in the creation of two distinct groups on the island – that of the mainland
Indians and the indigenous islanders, each with a different perception of the environment, and its own
agenda (Sen, 2017).
The year 2012 witnessed Great Nicobar become a security outpost. The government commissioned
the Indian Naval Services (INS Baaz) in Campbell Bay, the first naval air station in the Nicobar islands,
further diversifying the population to include military and defence personnel, and increasing military
activity in the island (Sekhsaria, 2015). For the government, it was the perfect location in the Indian
ocean region, which aimed to re-establish India as a superpower within the region, and hence became
a highly valued asset for economic and security purposes. The year 2018 marked the year when the
government further eased the entry restrictions for many of the islands, including Great Nicobar
through a further relaxation of the Restricted Area Permits (RAP) for outsiders (Aggarwal & Ghosh,
2020; Giles, 2018).
Moreover, the Andaman and Nicobar islands have recently received interest from the Indian
government for its touristic appeal (Giles, 2018). The government has been slowly opening up the
islands for increased business participation from the private sector for opening up resorts and hotels,
and pushing for the islands to imbibe fast-paced development (Betigeri, 2018). Unfortunately, the
fragility of this socio-ecological system is being largely ignored, and after years of ‘protecting’ the
indigenous population, there is yet to be a concrete plan for handling the development of the islands
(Sekhsaria, 2015). In 2018, Great Nicobar allowed entry to foreign tourists to visit Campbell Bay for
the first time. Interactions with some of the tourists suggest their perception about the ‘untouched
nature and wilderness’ of the island, referring also to its indigenous population. The islands are
searched for suitable sites for private companies investing in land and beaches, increasing the number
of naval vessels, and there are confirmed plans about opening a transshipment terminal at Campbell
Bay (Sekhsaria, 2015).
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While the regulations of the Indian government spoke of a protectionist ideology, in effect they lead
to increasingly vulnerable indigenous populations. As argued by Tripathi (2018), vulnerability in the
case of the Nicobarese referred to their conditions before the tsunami which made them ‘prone’ to
its damage. Their vulnerability was not an inherent characteristic of their indigenous identity, but has
been created over time through various governmental policies and socio-economic structures which
perpetuated unequal measures, and prioritised economic and developmental goals (Tripathi, 2018).
Therefore, it can be seen that the structures of power that are circulating through the islands have in
large part caused and contributed to the indigenous communities’ marginality, which has been further
justified through the legal framework of the Indian government. The many amendments and
alterations to the ANTAPR gradually lessened the boundaries of reserved areas, and instead made
accommodations for the settlement of mainland Indians. It also established the presence of the Indian
state in the region. Furthermore, it created complexities of interaction between two distinct
population groups in the islands, and a government which continues to prioritise development, and
concentrates the production system to inevitably favour the settler population.
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This research adopts a political ecology approach to analyse how the tsunami of 2004 transformed
the lifestyle of the Nicobarese community. Political ecology is a broad framework, that emerged in the
1970’s from cultural ecology and political economy, as a way of providing alternative understandings
to human-environment interactions, with an underlying focus on power. Over the years, the
framework has undergone many shifts, and has moved away from realist constructions of nature and
culture. It builds upon elements from disciplines and social theories such as poststructuralism,
antiessentialism and postconstructivism, which are continuing to shape the broad and growing
framework that is political ecology (Blaser & Escobar, 2016). The poststructuralist turn in political
ecology recognizes the importance of conducting local-level studies of the environment, discursive
analyses, and of focusing on the underlying contexts of power and knowledge (Escobar, 1996; Walker,
2005). By further opening up the categories of nature and culture, political ecology grew to accept the
existence of different cultural representations of nature (Blaser & Escobar, 2016). The goal of this
framework has always been to understand the linkages of the environment and social change in a
constantly developing world (Escobar, 1999), and it continues to rethink and challenge how reality is
conceived through interrelations of nature and culture, while revaluating non-dominant knowledges
which do so. To complement the political ecology framework, a practice-based approach will be used
for the purposes of this research, as a way of overcoming the drawbacks of political ecology, by
incorporating an immersive local study of practices. This study will thus focus on practices, knowledge,
culture and place through a practice-based analysis of the Nicobarese case, while drawing upon the
political position of the Indian government, and the way it exercises its power through a political
ecology understanding (Robbins, 2012).
In the first chapter, the tsunami was questioned as being merely a natural disaster, due to the historic
processes of inequality which were unveiled in the pre-existing situation of the Nicobarese, as well as
its implications during the aftermath. A further analysis is required into the ways in which the
displacement and resettlement caused by the tsunami has transformed the Nicobarese’ society. Such
an analysis deals with questions of changes in practice and knowledge, cultural production and
transformation, and the political and material place which the Nicobarese occupy (Fagan, 1999). By
engaging with the dynamics of interaction between them, this research will attempt to reflect upon
the long standing consequences of the tsunami and the challenges faced by the Nicobarese post their
displacement and resettlement.
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2.1

Practices and knowledge

This research uses a practice-based approach which allows for an integrated understanding of a
communities’ transformation through a breakdown of their practices (Arts, Behagel, van Bommel, de
Koning, & Turnhout, 2012; Behagel, Arts, & Turnhout, 2019). By looking at practices, it is possible to
reflect upon the nature of changes undergone by communities, and its effects on their knowledge
system. One of the most cited explanations of traditional knowledge comes from Berkes, Coldine and
Folke who define traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) as a “cumulative body of knowledge, practice,
and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down through generations by cultural
transmission, about the relationship of living beings (including humans) with one another and with
their environment” (Berkes et al., 2000; Folke, 2004; Gadgil, Berkes, & Folke, 1993). This understanding
gained importance because it is synonymous with ideologies of sustainable development and nature
conservation, and offered many promising insights to these fields (Berkes et al., 2000). After years of
being claimed as inferior to scientific knowledge, the acceptance of indigenous knowledge and TEK in
research also represented an acceptance of the participatory nature of knowledge, the importance of
local and marginalized positions, and a practice turn in the use and application of knowledge (Agrawal,
1995, 2002; Berkes et al., 2000; Folke, 2004; Gadgil et al., 1993). It also helped to establish the value
of alternative knowledge systems, and continues to guide research on indigenous knowledge
(Agrawal, 1995).
Similar definitions of traditional knowledge which accept the view that humans are a part of the
natural world, and that indigenous societies have complex knowledge systems reliant on beliefs and
practices have guided ethnographic studies and frameworks on medicinal values of plants, sustainable
resource management and use, and are the foundation of many studies promoting community-based
conservation, and indigenous rights movements (Agrawal, 2002; Berkes et al., 2000). Thus, recognizing
the acceptance of traditional knowledge has been an important step bringing it to the forefront and
establishing the significance of experienced and practiced knowledge. However it must also be
acknowledged that these definitions still perpetuate the perceived hierarchy between scientific and
indigenous knowledge (Lauer & Aswani, 2009). Recent developments in social theory and practiceoriented approaches have come to question the formal and cognitive character of dominant
perceptions of knowledge, and the dualisms it creates (Agrawal, 1995, 2002; Lauer & Aswani, 2009).
A practice-based approach rethinks these problematic explanations which are prevalent in Western
thinking, of knowledge being separate from daily activities, seen as static, intergenerationally
transmitted rules (Ingold, 2000; Lauer & Aswani, 2009). Such explanations further the dichotomous
structures separating object and subject, actor and structure, mind and body, and nature and society,
widespread in shaping modern Western thought (Arts et al., 2012; Behagel et al., 2019).
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The growing number of scholars that criticise the dualistic conception of knowledge, promote a
practice-oriented approach which offers an integrated understanding of indigenous knowledge, which
continuously regenerates when performed in practice, and constantly changes with changing contexts
(Agrawal, 2002; Ingold, 2000). Such an understanding accepts that knowledge is heterogenous and
hybrid, and counters its prevalent static and homogenous perception (Ingold, 2000). A prominent
example is demonstrated through Lauer & Aswani's (2009) study of the Roviana fishers who have
developed their knowledge over their lifetime through participation and engagement in practical
activities such as fishing. By moving beyond static definitions of knowledge which promote
dichotomous structures, the Roviana case study conceptualises knowledge as situated practices.
These practices are experienced daily by the Roviana fisherfolk, through their constant engagement
in fishing and navigation, thus establishing their knowledge as a substantial and valid way of knowing,
at par with the scientific knowledge demonstrated in the efforts of the ongoing marine conservation
project in the Solomon Islands (Ingold, 2000; Lauer & Aswani, 2009). This example provides evidence
to the increasing importance of viewing the applied nature of practice in knowledge, which indicates
not only that environmental knowledge can be a broken down in daily activities of the community and
the ways in which they engage with their environment, but also accepts the relevance of different
knowledges for different contexts. Thus, when analysing the nature of changes undergone by
displaced communities, it is helpful to conceptualise knowledge as situated practices (Ingold, 2000;
Lauer & Aswani, 2009; Turnbull, 2000). A practice-based approach shows how knowledge is not only
embedded in practical activities, but it also contains multiple meanings and interpretations, and an
inherent ‘situated messiness’ (Turnbull, 2000). Such an understanding of knowledge accepts its
heterogenous and hybrid nature, and counters the prevalent static and homogenous perception of
knowledge (Ingold, 2000).
Furthermore, as explored further, knowledge is contextually created through practice, and differs
through time and space (Behagel et al., 2019). This is why it is essential to understand the contextual
and situatedness of knowledge, since the meaning derived from practices are a result of the context
they are created in.
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2.2

Culture and place

A practice-based perception allows for an integrated understanding of a communities’ cultural
production and transformation, through a breakdown of their practices in changing contexts. It is
helpful to think about the knowledge of communities being formed through a mix of cultural practices,
identities and knowledges which co-evolve and are shaped by one another (Lauer & Aswani, 2009).
Thus, culture must not be associated with static perceptions, but interlinked with knowledge and place
– something which continuously adjusts to a past and continuously changing environment (Escobar,
1992; Kirsch, 2001). Contemporary conceptions of culture have been generated in Western thought
as being separate from ‘objective’ nature. However, culture as a concept is complex and subjective,
and it is difficult to define without giving in to constructed and essentialist conceptions of culture and
nature (Kirsch, 2001). Research on indigenous culture and cultural loss in the context of development,
globalisation and disasters constantly seek to redefine culture, however even they do not completely
manage to escape the duality while distinguishing indigenous cultures distinct from modern cultures
(Kirsch, 2001). Carucci (1997), while arguing for the case of Enewetak cultural loss in the Marshall
Islands, managed to present culture as relative to the Enewetak ties to land, which is fundamentally
different from modern American conceptualisations of property (Carucci, 1997; Kirsch, 2001). He thus
conceptualises a relative culture – which is embodied in people and places, and is thus capable not
only of change, but also of being lost (Kirsch, 2001). This is an important argument while considering
the question of changes in practices, knowledge and culture. The disaster framing of this research as
explored in the first chapter, accompanied by the suddenness of change is thus not simply explained
as mere changes, but refers to concepts such as loss of knowledge and culture, this research also falls
into a structuralist trap.
In his collection of essays on “Perceptions of the Environment”, Ingold (2000) argues that huntergatherers do not perceive a separated nature and culture in their thoughts and practices. Rather, they
are immersed actively, practically and continuously through engaging in the world in which they dwell.
He also contends that it is not possible to completely escape the dualistic comparison between huntergatherers and Western societies, since it is implicit in the constructedness of nature and culture which
guides his research (Ingold, 2000). This does not, however, justify the argument of contrasting two
distinct worldviews. Instead, he makes the point that there exist two ways of apprehending the world
– that of the hunter-gatherer who engages with and dwells within the world, while the other one is
Western, which is a characterised constructed view of the world, or a process of mental
representation. Ingold’s argument is that by constantly engaging with their lived-in world, huntergatherers never end up making the separation of mind and body, or nature and culture, and thus the
dualistic structures which define Western thought do not exist for them (Ingold, 2000). This research
uses an understanding of culture which draws upon elements of cultural loss as seen through the
Marshallese example, as well as Ingold’s argument, which demonstrates the complexities associated
with the structural conception of culture, and attempts to uncover it through practice-oriented
research (Ingold, 2000; Kirsch, 2001).
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The changes undergone by displaced communities who are resettled from their land include the loss
of access to livelihood sustaining resources, societal transformations, loss of language, and reduced
political autonomy (Biery-Hamilton, 1993). This results in the loss of traditional subsistence strategies
and practices which are linked to physical places and historic ties to land (Carucci, 1997; Kirsch, 2001).
As shown above, the importance of context and culture emerge as salient in this discussion. Drawing
from the previous understanding of practices and knowledge, human beings cannot be separated
from the world in which we dwell, and our knowledge is a process of enskillment which emerges from
practical engagement with the environment, through situated practical acts (Lave, 1990). Thus,
culture and knowledge are linked to its context, and is also constantly improvising based on changing
contexts (Escobar, 1999). Scholars like Escobar who have worked extensively on place and culture,
view place as an anchoring point, the source of livelihood and culture particularly for indigenous
populations (Escobar, Rocheleau, & Kothari, 2002). He contends that place is where the natural and
the cultural are integrated, and where communities have a unique relationship with the place they
have historically lived in. In this way, it is possible to view cultural transformation and reproduction
through a practice-based approach, through the recognition that practices emerge as responses to
socio-ecological changes such as the tsunami, and can have implications in the loss of culture, and
changing knowledge (Lauer & Aswani, 2009). According to Turnbull (2000), knowledge is both local
and located, situated and situating at the same time. Thus it can be seen that knowledge is context
specific, as well as embedded in daily activities and experiences; and it combines diversity, complexity,
and vagueness, which makes it flexible, dynamic, and strategic at the same time – indicating its
inherent messiness (Ingold, 2000; Lauer & Aswani, 2009; Turnbull, 2000).
Finally, it must be noted that this research like many others has attempted to understand the
Nicobarese relationship with their environment, and thus it is also unable to escape the view that this
engagement is culturally constructed. This research nonetheless attempts to study the Nicobarese
lifestyle through a theoretical approach which highlights the importance of understanding knowledge
as experiential and situated, and having multiple interpretations, but is not free from the structures
of power and politics which circulate in their society.
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2.3

Research objective and questions

As seen in the first chapter, it has been fifteen years since the tsunami, and the Nicobarese are still
living in their resettlements. While some of the changes they underwent have been mapped by
researchers, there does not exist a cohesive analysis of the long term implications of these changes
on the Nicobarese knowledge and culture. Many post-disaster studies focus on either the immediate
implications of the disaster, or the ways in which communities can adapt and be resilient in the face
of change. There is however, a lack of long term studies which highlight the complete transformation
of a society through a focus on their practices, knowledge and cultural change, an analysis which is
almost always ignored. The theoretical considerations of the second chapter highlight the concepts
which are engaged with, in this study – i.e. practices and knowledge, culture, and place; making it
crucial to consider the multiple ways in which the Nicobarese negotiate the knowledge and practices
which were inherent in their pre-tsunami lifestyles, and the kinds of practices which emerge as a result
of their resettlement and changing context. Additionally, this thesis attempts to integrate the politics
which are underlying in the Nicobarese experiences, and how they have been shaped, into the
analysis. Through an ethnographic and participative framework which focusses on their practices, this
research attempts to uncover the transformations which emerge in the face of disaster.
These considerations have led to the objective of this research, which aims to re-examine how the
Nicobarese experience the aftermath of their post-tsunami resettlement, while negotiating their
traditional lifestyles.
In order to meet the objective, the following sub-questions have been created:
1. In what ways do the practices of the Nicobarese reflect the changes in the post-resettlement
period?
2. How do the Nicobarese negotiate various aspects of their traditional and modern cultural
practices and knowledge?
3. How are the Nicobarese constructing a new sense of place through the employment of
different practices?
For the purposes of this research, it is important to clarify that the term lifestyle is used
interchangeably to refer to the practices, knowledge and culture of the Nicobarese, due the
interconnectedness of these concepts which make up the life and livelihood of the Nicobarese
communities.
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3. METHODOLOGY
This thesis is of an exploratory nature, for which the data consists of both primary and secondary data
(Kumar, 2011). It uses field-based research methods, with a combination of qualitative and
ethnographic methods including interviews and observation, along with in-depth archival and
documentary analysis (Bridge, McCarthy, & Perreault, 2015; Schensul & LeCompte, 2010).
Ethnography is an interpretive research design, which emerges from anthropology, emphasizing on
the importance of conducting research within the context of its culture (Bhattacherjee, 2012). An
ethnographic approach is chosen due to the nature of the research question and the theories used,
reflecting on the changes experienced by the Nicobarese community, which is understood through
observing the current practices of the community members (Petesch, Badstue, & Prain, 2018;
Schensul & LeCompte, 2010). The research hence uses practices as the unit of analysis, which allows
for the study of daily activities and routines, and analyses the ways in which the research community
is situated in its practices and social field (Arts et al., 2012).
Over the duration of time spent engaged in the field, I observed and interacted both formally and
informally with the communities at the research sites (Bhattacherjee, 2012). The fieldwork was carried
out over the duration of two months between December 2019 to February 2020. In the island of Great
Nicobar, the field-station where I stayed is located in the revenue town of Campbell Bay, amongst the
settlers (urban migrants, and military personnel) from mainland India. It is located 3kms, and 8kms
away from the research sites of Rajiv Nagar and New Chingen respectively; which were two of the
sites where Nicobarese have been resettled. I visited one or both of the sites on an almost daily basis,
and spent most of my day with the community members either observing or conducting interviews.
Since the fieldwork was conducted in collaboration with researchers from the biopsychology
department at the University of Mysore, India, who were working on a project on ‘human-monkey
conflict and relationship in the Nicobar islands’, I stayed in their field station along with other interns
and researchers from their project. This research has thus undergone development and evaluation
from researchers based in Great Nicobar and Katchal island. The pre-fieldwork communication
involved exchange of documents and literature, a preliminary analysis of documents and archival
research, and the creation of an interview guide with potential questions for the semi-structured
interviews which were re-evaluated and further defined after my arrival at the field site.

Figure 3: Great Nicobar map, Wikipedia
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3.1

Data collection

3.1.1 Participant observation
Participant observation was the first methodological tool used for data collection. It is considered a
primary tool for anthropological research (Bernard, 2011). It includes taking extensive fieldnotes, and
recording behaviours and attitudes which are expanded upon in interviews. Informal and formal
meetings were observed in addition to the everyday practices and lives of the community members.
Extensive fieldnotes notes were taken describing the field site and the practices of women and men,
specifically those which have been introduced in the aftermath of the tsunami. Observations were
conducted at locations such as the church during Sunday prayers, at the community centre, and within
the houses of the interviewees while they were engaged in daily activities such as cooking pandanus.
The time of the fieldwork coincided with Christmas and New Year, which provided important insights
on the way the Nicobarese celebrate festivals, and the extent of the influence of Christianity on their
lifestyle and different cultural practices.

3.1.2 Interviews
Semi structured interviews were used as one of the main data collection methods. Twenty three
women and men of different ages were interviewed about their routine and cultural practices, and
knowledge about traditions and customs. These focused on different aspects of change they identified
as being a result of the aftermath of the tsunami. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as a
research method because the research objective is exploratory, thus the interviewees perceptions,
feelings, behaviours and experiences need to be made explicit to gain a wholesome analysis of the
topic (Arksey & Knight, 1999; Gray, 2006). A semi-structured questionnaire was used as a reference
for the interviews, containing open-ended questions (Kumar, 2011). Open-ended questions were used
to decrease any prior assumptions which could shape the interviews, as well as encourage the
respondents to describe events and experiences in their own words and time (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).
The interviews were conversational, containing in-depth questions about their lifestyle, diet,
employment, festivals, fishing practices, and plantation work. The advantage of conversational
interviewing lies in its focus on the ability to standardize meaning, instead of standardizing the
questionnaire – which ensured that the questions were not misinterpreted, and could be clarified as
intended (Schensul & LeCompte, 2013) . Subjective meanings which the respondents ascribed to
certain concepts and events were focused on – such as nature-related beliefs, ideas about the
tsunami, and their relationship with the urban Indian population. The flow of the interviews largely
determined follow-up questions so as to not repeat questions, and give the respondents time and
space to enter into discussions (Newton, 2010). Prior observations of practices were also elaborated
on during the interviews for a holistic understanding (Kumar, 2011). Most of the interviews lasted
between 45 minutes to 2 hours depending on the interviewee, and all of them took place in either
one of the two resettlement locations, mostly in their homes, or in the spaces outside of their homes.
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3.1.3 Sampling
The interviewees were selected by convenience and snowball sampling (Kumar, 2011), after receiving
prior permission from the Chief of Tribal Council (CTC), the Vice Chief of Tribal Council (Vice CTC), and
the first captains of the Pulobhabi and Chingen community. They provided help in searching for key
informants who helped me to revise the questionnaire, and helped with translations and clarifications
whenever necessary. Initially, the key informants recommended people who were willing and able to
be interviewed, and once my presence and trust was established in the community, the interviewees
themselves referred me to other people who could answer my questions. Translators were only asked
for help during interviews with people of a higher age who only spoke in Nicobari, since all the younger
people were fluent in Hindi – which was the language of the interviews, observations and all
communication with the Nicobarese.

3.2

Data Analysis

Triangulation is of the utmost importance, in order to verify the accuracy of data collected. Hence,
this research conducted 23 semi-structured in-depth interviews, and had follow up interviews with
most of the interviewees. Additionally, people of different age, gender, and employment
demographics were interviewed in order to overcome some of the limitations of conducting
ethnographic research in such a short time frame. Cross-checking the group meetings, observations,
interviews and follow up interviews were done with key informants, in order to fill gaps in
uncertainties and partial, incomplete and contradictory responses (Petesch et al., 2018). Additionally,
secondary data sources including existing studies and academic literature, as well as relevant
documents, including policy documents, government publications, reports and announcements
provided by institutions and associations, journalistic and media reports have been utilised as
secondary and supporting data. Relevant aspects of the pre-tsunami ecology and lifestyle in Great
Nicobar were researched upon from academic literature, as well as through skype conversations with
professionals who were engaged in the field prior to the tsunami, and helped with the tsunami relief
work (Creswell, 2014; Kumar, 2011). The libraries at Campbell Bay, and the library of the
Anthropological Survey of India at Port Blair were also accessed for literature.
The data analysis process was iterative, allowing for reflection of the interview questions and the
observation approach during the collection process, which was of particular importance after the
initial interviews. At the end of each day, the interviews were transcribed and extended upon, and
were discussed with members of the research team from Mysore University. Upon returning from
fieldwork, the interviews and field notes were digitized, and categorized according to age, gender,
current settlement and pre-tsunami settlement. They were then coded manually according to
categories and keywords, which were then further developed in the results.
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3.3

Ethical considerations and Limitations

At the beginning of the fieldwork, I took consent from the Chief of Tribal Council and the first captains
at both the field sites. They introduced me to other community members, and before each interview
or day of observation when I met someone new I asked for oral consent. I read out the objectives of
the study and purpose of the interview from an information sheet and asked for consent for recording
the interviews. However, none of the interviewees were comfortable with being audio recorded, and
preferred that I wrote down their responses instead. This was a major limitation of the research, since
I could have easily missed out on important signals or behaviours while writing down their responses.
In order to try and overcome this issue I conducted follow up informal interviews, and reflected on
each interview at the end of a field day.
Initially my research plan involved staying at the third resettlement location on Great Nicobar island
– Afra Bay. Unfortunately, it was only accessible by boat and due to multiple reasons – rough sea,
tribal area permit and bureaucratic complications, and short time span, it was not possible for me to
visit Afra Bay. However, I still managed to interview respondents who lived in Afra Bay since many of
them constantly travelled between the Rajiv Nagar settlement (where they lived in the temporary
shelter) and Afra Bay.
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4. RESULTS
4.1

Description of the research sites and participants

A contextual understanding of the research sites and population is necessary in order to answer the
research questions. Prior to the tsunami, the Nicobarese used to live in 24 settlements across the
island of Great Nicobar, and 17 settlements across Little Nicobar. Currently their resettlements are
located far away from their original settlements.
Great Nicobar has 3 permanent resettlement sites and Little Nicobar has 5 permanent resettlement
sites, where the entire Nicobarese population of Great and Little Nicobar is distributed. Prior to the
tsunami, all of the Nicobarese settlements were located in the restricted area of the island, and the
Nicobarese would come to Campbell Bay every couple of months for supplies. Now, Rajiv Nagar and
New Chingen are extremely accessible, and do not require a permit to visit. Afra Bay can still only be
accessed by boat and requires a permit.
Great Nicobar resettlement locations
1. Rajiv Nagar
2. New Chingen
3. Afra Bay

Little Nicobar resettlement locations
1. Makachua
2. Pulo Panja
3. Pulo Pattia
4. Puloulo
5. Pulobaha

Table 1: Resettlement locations

Figure 4: Pre-tsunami Great Nicobar, (Nandan, 1993)

Figure 5: Little Nicobar, Chandi (2016)

Due to limitations of accessibility, permissions and time; the fieldwork for this research was conducted
in two of the three permanent settlements: Rajiv Nagar and New Chingen, in Great Nicobar.
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4.1.1 Rajiv Nagar resettlement
Immediately after the tsunami, Rajiv Nagar was created as a temporary shelter for the Nicobarese of
Great and Little Nicobar for seven years, post which it became a permanent shelter for the Pulobhabi
community of Great Nicobar. Rajiv Nagar is now a mix of the permanent and temporary shelters. It
consists of 22 permanent homes belonging to the people of Pulobhabi. The Pulobhabi community has
also been designated some land for their plantations at Koltikri, the land is however located almost
two hours away from Rajiv Nagar, so they cannot tend to the plantation on a daily basis. They do not
have their own shoreline.
The temporary shelters which were initially established are still there, and serve as homes for people
from the Afra Bay resettlement in Great Nicobar, as well as from the 5 permanent resettlements in
Little Nicobar. Since Rajiv Nagar is the most accessible from the urban town of Campbell Bay, the
Nicobarese from other settlements (Little Nicobar, and Afra Bay) travel back and forth between their
shelter and Rajiv Nagar. Additionally, many of them are employed in Campbell Bay, or have children
who go to school there, thus some members of the family also permanently reside in the temporary
shelters at Rajiv Nagar. This allowed me to include members from Afra Bay and Little Nicobar
communities in my research population, and hence made my results more representative.
The Rajiv Nagar resettlement is the most accessible and well connected (Saini, 2013) and is located
only 3 kms from Campbell Bay. Due to their close proximity to the Indian settler population, the
Nicobarese who live in Rajiv Nagar are quite urbanized.

Figure 6: Rajiv Nagar permanent shelters (Saini, 2013) Figure 7: Temporary tin shelters (Saini, 2013)
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4.1.2 New Chingen resettlement
New Chingen is the second permanent resettlement in Great Nicobar, where the Chingen community
resides. It is located 7 km away from Campbell Bay. Prior to the tsunami, the Chingen community used
to be located 40 kms away, near the Southern tip of the Great Nicobar east coast, and used to be
extremely difficult to access. The current population of New Chingen is 117 people, who live in 14
families. As compared to Rajiv Nagar, it is more isolated, since it is located in the forest that has a
singular concrete road leading up to it. The Chingen community also has access to their own small
shoreline. However, barring the captains of the New Chingen community, none of the community
members own any land for plantation currently.
While the community at Chingen is more isolated than the communities at Rajiv Nagar, they still are
able to access Campbell Bay and have contact with the urban settlers located there. It was also more
difficult to earn the trust of the New Chingen community members, who always remained slightly
aloof and distant towards me.
“Today I visited the New Chingen settlement, and interacted with the 1st captain for the first time. The
road to New Chingen was beautiful, quiet and immediately it became a couple of degrees cooler as I
left Campbell Bay. It is accessible by a single concrete road that turns left at a sign that reads ‘Chingen
Village - 7kms’, which stretches on for another 30kms. It was a quiet and empty road other than sounds
from Nicobar Imperial Pigeons and my scooter. As I entered the New Chingen settlement, the first thing
I saw was the typical elevated shelter houses, similar to the Pulobhabi homes in Rajiv Nagar, children
playing Volleyball, and dogs and pigs running around. I asked to meet the captain and was directed to
a concrete structure, with a hammock outside. A man, asleep on a hammock and surrounded by
women and children woke up and eyed me with suspicion. This was my first of many evasive
interactions with the 1st captain of the New Chingen settlement.” – Personal fieldnotes.

Figure 8: (Engineer, 2020) - Permanent shelter at New Chingen – this style of houses is seen at all the
resettlement locations in Great and Little Nicobar, and is made by the Government in an attempt to retain
some semblance of the Nicobarese’ pre-tsunami lifestyle by imitating the elevated style of their traditional
houses.
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4.2

The tsunami – changes in practices post resettlement

This section talks about the concrete ways in which the lives of the Nicobarese people have changed
over the years. It is necessary to go over what the many changes in the Nicobarese lifestyle have been,
in order to understand how they experience the aftermath of the tsunami resettlement.

Figure 9: (S. J. Singh, 2014)
Traditional pre-tsunami Nicobarese settlement, dome and rectangular – made with palm leaves and
bamboo

4.2.1 Tsunami shelters
The Nicobarese expressed feelings of suffocation in their resettlements. The compactness of their
homes, constructed at a close proximity to one another, in addition to their being located far away
from the sea has ensured a complete restructuring of the way that the Nicobarese live. The families
have been living in nuclear families, instead of the traditional joint family system. One of the
participants mentioned:
“the houses provided to us are too cramped and close together, with 2 families sharing the space for
a single house. I live with my wife and children, and I am always afraid my neighbour would get
disturbed with the noise of the tv, or kids playing. Before the tsunami the houses were different. I used
to live with my family of 7 people but the houses were not so close together. They were located at the
coast, and each family would have its own house with their own plantation in the backyard. All of the
houses would be spaced out.” – Respondent 15 (Pulobhabi)
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Most of the Nicobarese also did not have a liking for the way the settlements were constructed. They
used to construct their homes with palm leaves on the roof, and made with wood from different trees.
In addition to being located at the coast and the sea breeze, this ensured that the homes of the
Nicobarese would remain cool even in the hottest of climates.
“The houses used to be made of wood before which never rusted and remained cool no matter the
weather conditions and lasted very long. Now the houses are made of different materials like cement
and iron which rot and rust after some time, and the constant electricity cuts mean that we have to
suffer in the heat almost all the time.” – Respondent 16 (Makachua)

Figure 10: (Engineer, 2020)
Built in 2017, this ‘hybrid’ home is an attempt by Respondent 22 of Afra Bay to rebuild his home in the
traditional manner using palm leaves and wood, along with modern materials like tin which are used in the
government built shelters. The Nicobarese have made several attempts to recapture some of the cultural
aspects of their livelihood starting with the physical places they inhabit.
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4.2.2 Livelihood
Being a coastal community, the sea is a central part of the livelihood of the Nicobarese. The trajectory
of events thus far have converted their subsistence, traditional economy and culture to being market
dependent and has highlighted the need for employment. This, along with their being relocated away
from the sea and near the urban settler population has affected their livelihood practices such as
fishing, hunting, horticulture, pig rearing and coconut plantation. While this was enough for them
prior to the tsunami, their newly urbanized lifestyle requires more market engagement. From all the
Nicbarese interviewed, none of them continued the production of copra, which was previously a major
and one of their only sources of income. The commercial and cultural importance of coconuts has also
severely slowed down. From the Nicobarese who still own coconut plantations, none of them have
been able to return to copra production for multiple reasons such as destruction by pigs, monkeys,
lack of space for plantations, and the fact that the trees have only now started to become productive.
Unfortunately, with their modern lifestyles there seems to be little hope for them to return to this
activity as a primary means of their livelihood.
Another important aspect of the Nicobarese livelihood is their dependence on fishing. This is also
becoming increasingly sporadic. Fishing used to be an activity of respite and would often take up their
entire day, and contribute to their livelihood. However, their employment patterns and distance from
the sea are reasons for the Nicobarese to now purchase fish at the market, something which used to
be unthinkable to them. A number of them have also suggested that since the tsunami, there has been
a change in the quality of their catch. For example, Respondent 5 (Pulobaha) says that “they used to
be able to catch more fish in a shorter amount of time – by fishing for a couple of hours in the morning
(5am – 9am) but now they have to spend an entire day at sea to come home with a catch that is worthy
of a day’s fishing.” Additionally citing this reduction to the amount of fish available to them,
respondent 16 indicates that this is because of an increase in bulk and commercial fishing activities
and an increased demand for fish from the urban population. Different interpretations include reasons
such as a lack of canoes, large waves, reduced frequency of fishing, environmental factors attributed
to a change in the sea after the tsunami. The change of geographical location from the coast is another
major reason for this reduction, and it indicates how the loss of local knowledge about fishing is rooted
in the coastal dwellings of the Nicobarese.
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Figure 11: (Engineer, 2020)
“The technique of fishing was so different back then, we used to fish using the spear and snorkeling mask.
The fish used to be so many that we were able to walk in the shallow waters to fish and did not even have
to go that far.” – Respondent 18 (Pulo Pattia)

4.2.3 Employment
A very small number of Nicobarese currently have permanent jobs. According to the 1st captain of the
Pulobhabi community, not more than 4 Pulobhabi men were currently employed by the government.
While some of them still remain unemployed over 15 years after the tsunami, many of them work in
the private sector on a contractual basis. Employment is a rather recent phenomenon for them, being
introduced to the necessities and dependence of formal employment only post-tsunami. Prior to the
tsunami, the Nicobarese mostly tended to their plantations and engaged in livelihood activities. Their
newly urban lifestyles is causing an increase in their needs, from a previously subsistence based
lifestyle to dependence on cash and a market economy. Although, in most cases, their jobs are
unstable, working at odd hours and days, as and when there is a requirement. While the Nicobarese
may have been able to work day to day when they were independent, many of them are going hungry
because they are either unable to seek proper employment, or they are not paid on time due to their
work in the informal sector. While they receive ration from the government, it is still not enough for
them to maintain a healthy livelihood.
“I have a full time job at the electricity department since 2008. But even this is not enough to feed my
family. As Nicobarese, we are known for our hospitality and sense of community. Now, I do not even
have enough tea to offer you, a guest in my house. This used to be almost customary – to offer guests
tea and something to eat… Sometimes even my children have to eat less, and sometimes tea is the
only thing my family consumes in the entire day. The ration we receive does not cover it – 25 kgs of
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rice is not enough for their entire family The amount of ration has also reduced since the last one year
– from 30 to 21 kg of rice.” – Respondent 12 (Chingen)
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4.2.4 Population dynamics
The tsunami has had a selective impact on the Nicobarese. The festive timing of the disaster meant
that most of the older generation of the Nicobarese was intoxicated on Christmas evening, rendering
them incapable of reacting fast enough to the rising waves. The younger people survived because they
were away from their coastal habitations – visiting the churches at Campbell Bay, or on holiday
elsewhere. Even the ones who were close to the sea managed to escape in time and many of them
had to leave behind their older relatives. This selective wipeout of the older generations has led to
the Nicobarese’ waning knowledge of many festivities, traditional practices and knowledge. Some of
rituals practiced currently are followed without knowledge of the purpose behind them, while others
are followed at a much smaller capacity – citing reasons of lack of interest by the younger generation,
labelling the elders as superstitious, and the impact of being educated enough to “not blindly believe
what I cannot see.” – Respondent 6 (Pulobaha)
The oldest person currently residing at the New Chingen settlement is not older than 60 years. Rajiv
Nagar had a few more older people. Additionally, there are also no written records of the Nicobarese
traditions since it is an oral culture.

4.2.5 Increased presence of urban settlers
The Nicobarese expressed that they were unable to continue practicing many of their traditions and
customs due to the constant presence of the settlers around them. In ways both formal and informal
– the presence of the forest department deterred the Nicobarese from hunting, fishing and cutting
trees as freely as they would previously. Although they were exempt from the Wildlife Protection Act
and allowed to cut trees as long as it was not for commercial purposes, the Nicobarese still felt
restricted by the closeness of the forest department watching over them, and now have to deal with
various government departments on a more regular basis.
The constant presence of the Indian settler population has also made the Nicobarese feel judged by
them. Their previously isolated lifestyle allowed the Nicobarese to freely practice their culture without
having to worry about basic things like the way they dressed, their diet, festivals, etc. For example,
Respondent 15 (Pulobhabi) expressed “I might have been dressed in a loincloth, or been bare-chested
right now but the very fact that it is so easy for you to come talk to me and ask me questions indicates
how much less private our lives are. Before, the settlers needed passes and permits to enter into our
region but now that is not the same anymore and even my most basic habits like the way I dress and
carry myself are different.”
In addition to not having the facilities such as money and space to freely practice their culture, the
Nicobarese seem to be losing touch with their most basic habits and everyday practices because of
the omnipresence of the urban settlers and their judgmental gaze.
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4.3

Changes in knowledge and culture

‘Tradition’ is not a static concept, and knowledge is something which adapts to its context. As seen in
the above section, the Nicobarese have lost many practices, while gaining many others. This section
delves deeper into the changes outlined in the previous section, by situating them in a long-term
perspective. Over the last 15 years, the Nicobarese lifestyle has seen changes in their culture with
aspects of modernity and influences of urbanization. This section will highlight the urban aspects of
the Nicobarese lifestyle, while looking at how they negotiate their traditional practices and
knowledge.

4.3.1 Modern lifestyles
The Nicobarese have had many changes in their lifestyle which are in line with modernity. As the
previous section has pointed out – from the location of their resettlements near Campbell Bay, to
changes in their diet, and the introduction to employment. Respondent 8 (Pulo Panja) highlighted
some of the positive changes in his life, once he started living in Rajiv Nagar, “now I have more
knowledge of the world outside my own community. Being resettled and having constant access to
Campbell Bay has ensured increased interaction with non-Nicobarese people, and opened up our
society. A couple of years ago, I even travelled to Kerela (India) which was eye-opening for me.”
While most of the Nicobarese have a strong preference for their pre-tsunami lifestyles, some of them
have grown to appreciate their urban connections. The community of Pulobhabi are currently under
negotiation with the government about being resettled nearby their old settlement, but despite their
unhappiness in their current location, they are unwilling to give up the access to healthcare, education
and the market. They want to live a lifestyle away from the urban settlers, and at the same time have
grown accustomed to and dependent upon their urban lives. The communities from Afra Bay and Little
Nicobar are more content with their current situation, having to travel back and forth between Rajiv
Nagar and their permanent resettlement. They enjoy the privacy of their lives away from Campbell
Bay where their life does not have outsider presence, while also enjoying their mobile lifestyle and
travelling to Campbell Bay when required. The community at New Chingen is the least satisfied with
their lifestyle, for many reasons such as lack of land allotted for plantations, lack of mobility in their
lifestyle, and being in the settlers presence without much room for their traditional practices.
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Figure 12: (Engineer, 2020)
Outrigger canoe (hodi), pictured at the New Chingen shoreline. This is a traditional canoe used by the
Nicobarese for fishing. While each Nicobarese family used to own one of them before the tsunami, now
the entire community at New Chingen shares 3 canoes.

4.3.2 Traditional practices, beliefs and local knowledge
The following beliefs are held and followed to different degrees between and among the Nicobarese
communities from different settlements. The details derived from the stories were strongest among
the older generation of the Nicobarese, while the younger ones remembered it only in parts. This gap
is not only generational, but also varies between Nicobarese. Most of the members of the Pulobhabhi
and New Chingen community do not follow the beliefs and taboos connected to the their traditional
practices. Some communities residing in Afra Bay or Little Nicobar are more aware, but follow the
beliefs only up to a certain degree. This points to an overall dilution in the traditional practices and
the knowledge about them.
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Pigs
Pigs are considered a sacred animal in the Nicobarese culture. Traditionally, pig rearing has been a
major part of their economy and culture and features in many of their belief systems and ecological
knowledge. Pigs are used as mediums of exchange, and eaten during important festivals and
customary feasts, rituals and events. According to Respondent 9 (Chingen), pigs are “the equivalent of
gold, and without pigs there is no reason to celebrate” indicating that they are central to the wellbeing and socio-cultural stability of the Nicobarese.

Hunting the wild pig
In addition to keeping domesticated pigs, the Nicobarese also hunt wild pigs. The Nicobar wild pig (Sus
scrofa nicobarensis) is found across the Nicobar islands, and is a delicacy for the Nicobarese. Hunting
wild pigs is considered a ritualistic act – from the way it is hunted, to the way it is prepared, cooked
and consumed. For hunting, the Nicobarese use traditional spears, and they are usually hunted by
trained hunting dogs. They also have to wear minimal clothing, usually a loin cloth and the hunt must
be done barefoot. Wild pigs are considered to be the food originally consumed by their ancestors,
who used to have animistic beliefs before being converted to Christianity.
Once the wild pig has been hunted, it is supposed to be prepared in a hut built specifically for that
purpose, and must only be boiled into a soup without adding spices, or condiments. The Nicobarese
interviewed specifically mentioned the importance of preparing it without salt, chili, or lemon.
Additionally, after the hunt, the Nicobarese must completely restrict their diet for the next three to
ten days, by not consuming rice, tea, spices, salt, lentils, or fish. Only native food collected from the
forest must be consumed, such as pandanus, bananas and coconuts. While consuming the food, the
men must wear a loin cloth and the women must wear a sarong, and only communicate in the native
Nicobarese language.
The rituals surrounding the hunting and consumption of wild pigs are in place because wild pigs have
been traditionally hunted by Nicobarese for many years. This practice is given ancestral importance,
and thus the Nicobarese follow the same rules as their ancestors did, as a way of paying respect to
their traditions – by pairing the wild pig with food only natively available on the island and not taint
the practice with non-native foods which have only been a recent introduction in the Nicobarese lives.
This was also a way to avert the taboo of consuming the wild pig and remaining connected with their
ancestral past.
Many of the younger people interviewed did not know what the reason was for following these rules.
They reasoned by themselves that not following them is a sin, and those who sin are said to lose their
mind. While all the elders were aware of this story, none of the Pulobhabi community which
permanently resides in Rajiv Nagar still follows these rituals. Out the people from other communities,
some of them still followed the rules in a less strict capacity, while others did not follow them at all.
One person from Makachua said that the people of his community stopped following the belief even
before the tsunami and all of the people interviewed stated that the practice of hunting itself had
become less in the time since the tsunami took place.
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The pig festival

Every couple of years, the Nicobarese celebrated the pig festival which used to last for many weeks.
Nicobarese from different communities and islands would bring their domesticated pigs and come
together to celebrate and feast on pork. Each day consisted of different activities including folk songs
and dances, stick fights, and other customs – ending in a huge feast where the pork of the pigs was
enjoyed by the Nicobarese. No part of the pig was wasted, as that was seen as disrespectful to the
pig, even the bones were saved to ward off spirits.
After the tsunami, the Nicobarese were only provided with pigs again in 2012, 8 years after the
tsunami destroyed most of their pigs and livestock. This festival – once so tied into their socio-cultural
fabric has not been celebrated properly since the tsunami happened. The Nicobarese used to feed the
pigs coconuts, but after having lost most of their plantations they are unable to do so anymore. Now
on a diet of mostly rice, at least half of the Nicobarese interviewed were unable to provide food for
their domesticated pigs and as a result each family has fewer pigs than they used to. Previously, the
elders used to guide the festival which remains an impossibility now since there are very few of them
who remember most details of performing the festival. The also do not have the space anymore to
host people from different communities in order to do justice to a large celebration or festival.

Earthquakes

In the Nicobar islands, earthquakes are a regular occurrence. The Nicobarese have a story about why
earthquakes happen, which was recited on a hot afternoon spent with Respondent 22 (Regored), an
old Nicobari man in his home in Rajiv Nagar. The story was confirmed and added to by Respondent 21
(Kondul) and Respondent 18 (Pulo pattia), who also belonged to the older generation of the
Nicobarese. Many of the younger women and men either remembered the story in parts, or did not
recall it as important enough when asked about earthquakes. According to the story, earthquakes
originated a long time ago, after a wild pig and a girl were trapped underground. They lived there ever
since, and now whenever the spirit of the pig cries or get angry – the ground shakes causing an
earthquake.

Marine animals
Being a coastal community, the Nicobarese have several beliefs about fishing. Living on the beaches
in the Nicobar islands, they are known to be nesting sites for four species of marine turtles – the
leatherback turtle, olive ridley turtle, green sea turtle and the hawksbill turtle. While much of the
marine life is an important part of their diet, the beliefs surrounding them are known and followed in
varying capacities by the different communities of Nicobarese.

Leatherback turtle

The leatherback turtles are only eaten by elders, since it is said to give the younger people an upset
stomach if eaten. The elders consume the eggs of the turtle, while the younger people are not allowed
to since it is considered to have aging properties. However, most young Nicobarese do not hunt the
leatherback turtle for its meat.
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Hawksbill turtle

These turtles are considered to be poisonous because of an algae which they feed on, so they are
checked before being consumed. Additionally, if hawksbill turtles are eaten by a woman or her
immediate family during pregnancy, it is believed that the child will be born with a deformity which
will make the child resemble a turtle. Respondent 19 (Pulobed), when translating for Respondent 22
(Regored), added that “one of the children from the Pulobhabi community is living proof of this belief.
His mother apparently consumed a turtle when she was pregnant and her son who is 5 years old is
born with his legs angled inwards”.

Dolphins

Hunting for dolphins is considered a sin for the Nicobarese, they are not allowed to catch or eat them.
Dolphins are compared to human beings because they are extremely smart, and are equivalent to
god. In earlier times, if the Nicobarese were out at sea and were lost, drowning or in any kind of
trouble because of the rough sea, dolphins would help them by bringing them safely back to the shore.

4.4

Belongingness and new practices

Constructing a sense of belonging is an indicator of whether the Nicobarese have accepted their
resettlement as a permanent way of life by building a new sense of place. Belongingness is embedded
in both practices and emotions; and is closely related to the Nicobarese culture. The post-disaster,
involuntary resettlement of the coastal Nicobarese initially affected their ability to feel a sense of
belonging to their resettlements. As highlighted above, there have been many instances where the
Nicobarese have not felt like they have the freedom to practice even the most basic cultural habits.
Additionally, their dissatisfaction to the physical place they currently occupy was referred to in every
one of the interviews, indicating that the Nicobarese are constantly in search of belonging.
As a concept, belongingness is related to notions of place, knowledge and culture – especially when
referring to indigenous communities whose lifestyles are in a large part based on the physical and
social place they occupy. Respondent 3 (Pulobhabi), during one of our interviews mentioned that “it
just doesn’t feel like it is ours – the land has been provided to us, and our homes built for us. We were
uprooted and told that we must fit into this new life away from the coast and now it has been 15 years
so we are used to it. But still, it does not feel like our own.” This brings to light the importance of feeling
rooted to a place of origin and the impact it can have in constructing a communities’ sense of
belongingness.
Respondent 3 (Pulobhabi), also said “ever since we moved here, it feels like we have been born again
into a different life – this is both good and bad.” This shows that in some senses, the Nicobarese have
accepted their fate, and are also beginning to feel belongingness in their current life. In the
Nicobarese’ interaction between the urban and traditional, they are managing to reconstitute their
ways of life to fit into its current state, through an adaptation of the way they apply their knowledge,
and the way their practices are changing.
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Interestingly, when Respondent 23 (Pulobaha) was asked whether she preferred to stay in the
settlement in Pulobaha in Little Nicobar or Rajiv Nagar, she said “I like it in both places, I don’t have a
preference.” This thought was echoed by a number of other younger Nicobarese who identify with
having multiple places to call home. Having grown up post the tsunami, and travelled back and forth
between two resettlements, many Nicobarese are coming to terms with being attached to aspects of
the old and the new.

Figure 13: (Engineer, 2020)
Republic day celebrations at Rajiv Nagar, the Nicobarese women were preparing for a game of tug-of-war
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5. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
5.1 Answering the research questions
This research has attempted to fulfill the research objective to re-examine how the Nicobarese
experience the aftermath of their post-tsunami resettlement, while negotiating their traditional
lifestyles, and answer its following sub-questions. In conclusion, I will first briefly answer the three
sub-questions, which will lead to the research objective.
RQ 1 : In what ways do the practices of the Nicobarese reflect the changes in the post-resettlement
period?
The concrete ways in which the life and livelihood of the Nicobarese has changed are reflected in the
houses they live in, their diet, changing hunting and fishing practises, and their connection to the
market economy. As seen in this study, exploring the nature of these changes establishes the current
situation of the Nicobarese, which integrates several aspects of their life, livelihood and culture; and
the material ways in which the tsunami has affected them. These changes are the result of decisions
which were made in the short-term relief period in the immediate aftermath of the tsunami. Through
deconstructing the daily lives and practices of the Nicobarese, this section establishes the importance
of patterns of doing everyday activities in a specific place. Thus, the lifestyle of the Nicobarese is
constituted in their engagement with their practices which are constantly changing, and are symbolic
of their pre-tsunami lifestyle, while simultaneously drawing from their current circumstances.
RQ 2 : How do the Nicobarese negotiate various aspects of traditional and modern cultural practices
and knowledge?
This question aims at connecting the material and day-to-day changes which were identified by
answering the previous question, as having ideational impacts. As explored in this research, the
Nicobarese have described many different ways in which they have had to reassess their traditional
practices in order to adjust into their current lifestyle. This has resulted in them having to negotiate
with losing some practices, while gaining others. It is of key importance to understand the
heterogeneity of the Nicobarese population here, in the way that different individuals of varied ages,
genders, and settlements are able to differently negotiate between their modern and traditional
practices. Another finding is of the implications that everyday practices and changes has on the
themes of culture and knowledge, which are inevitably a result of being involved in one’s life and
world. Hence, the Nicobarese local knowledge and culture is constitutive of its past practices, and is
constantly changing to accommodate various aspects of modernity, as a response to their posttsunami resettlement. As a result, the younger Nicobarese do not find the application of their
traditional/past practices useful, and let go of many of the beliefs held by the older generations.
Furthermore, some settlements of the Nicobarese like New Chingen simply do not have the capacity
to continue certain traditions such as hunting of wild pigs due to their physical displacement from the
areas where they were previously able to do so. This in turn leads to them letting go of certain
practices and replacing them with ones which may be more relevant/applicable.
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RQ 3 : How are the Nicobarese constructing a new sense of place through the employment of different
practices?
The results of this research refer to the ability of the Nicobarese to construct a sense of belonging to
their current lifestyle, which is embedded in their practices and emotions towards their current
resettlement location (Iyer, 2018). The dynamic and ever changing nature of the Nicobarese
experience is significant due to the Nicobarese interaction with urbanization. In the process of
constructing belongingness to their current way of life, the Nicobarese employ new and hybrid
practices, by using material objects which help them to negotiate their current situation. It is helpful
to think about the nature of knowledge and practices as inherently hybrid and heterogenous, as a
mixture of cultural practices and knowledges, and derived from its context. By coming to terms with
their belongingness in their current habitations, some Nicobarese reconstruct their homes with
modern materials such as tin, while utilising palm leaves and bamboo to retain aspects of their
traditional culture. Some Nicobarese youth embrace this hybridity, since it is an inevitability of
interaction between the old and the new, and part of the process of belonging to a place. They have
incorporated practices such as buying fish from the market since they now have full time jobs and only
have time to go fishing on the weekends. Therefore, through the employment of constantly changing
practices, the Nicobarese are adapting to their current lifestyle.
Research objective
This brings us back to the main objective of this research. This research objective allows for the
consideration of various themes which have emerged in the experience of the Nicobarese in the
aftermath of the tsunami. It highlights the situated nature of the Nicobarese knowledge, as being
embedded in their practices which are constantly changing as a result of dynamic interactions of the
Nicobarese with their environment. The tsunami represented one such drastic change in the lifestyle
of the Nicobarese which resulted in their displacement from their land, to being resettled in different
and unfamiliar environments. The post-resettlement period of the Nicobarese has been characterised
by dynamic and direct interactions with urbanization in the form of the forest department and Indian
settlers, revealing the deep-rooted power structures which circulate in the island. An important
conclusion that can be drawn from this research is that issues such as cultural production, knowledge,
loss and belonging are interconnected through the Nicobarese engagement with the world, which are
underlined with struggles of power. Thus, an understanding of the social context of governance in
Great Nicobar is a necessary step in uncovering the current situation of the Nicobarese. This thesis
therefore draws from a political ecology framework which attempts to uncover the processes through
which power is exercised through politics; and politics which is inherent in the culture and knowledge
is understood using a practice-based approach. Finally, as explored in the previous chapters, this
research attempts to look at the ways in which the Nicobarese are negotiating their past with their
present through various material objects, and practices of a hybrid and changing nature. As changes
are constituted in their lives and livelihood, new and hybrid practices emerge through which the
Nicobarese adapt and improvise between their traditional and modern practices.
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5.2

Discussion of results and theory

In this section, the results and theories used will be discussed further, in the context of each of the
research questions.

5.2.1 Post-resettlement and the reshaping of lives and livelihoods
The experienced changes of the Nicobarese lifestyle as a result of their resettlement gives an insight
into the way the Nicobarese current society is organized. They have been displaced from their coastal
homes, and relocated alongside the settler population in the island, which has forced them to rethink
many of their practices of livelihood, diet and subsistence. For example, research about the impact of
disaster aid on the Nicobarese depicts how the practice of copra production has completely halted.
(Ramanujam, Singh, & Vatn, 2012; Saini, 2013, 2018b; Simron Singh, 2009; Simron Singh & Haas,
2016). This was earlier one of their only sources of income for many years. Through my fieldwork, I
further observed how the New Chingen community has not been provided the land for their coconut
plantations, while the Pulobhabi community at Rajiv Nagar have been given land, but are unable to
easily access and thus care for their plantations anymore. The Nicobarese from Afra Bay and Little
Nicobar continue to own some plantations, however their engagement in copra production has
become increasingly fragmented due to more promising income opportunities through formal or
contractual employment.
This example highlights many aspects of changes in the Nicobarese community. Firstly, that the
Nicobarese practices differ based on their current settlement and their ability – means, applicability,
relevance – to perform them. This thesis explores how the things which constituted as every day and
important practices for the Nicobarese in the past, have now been replaced by their day jobs, and the
Nicobarese have generated new daily patterns in their current lifestyle. A similar trajectory can be
seen for the practice of fishing outlined in section 4.2.2 and 4.2.3, which is now something which most
of the Nicobarese engage with only on the weekends, and instead have introduced rice, vegetables
and lentils bought from the market into their diets which previously consisted more of pandanus and
fish.
These examples also outline the Nicobarese’ participation in the market economy. Section 4.2.3 shows
that while a small number of Nicobarese are employed in the formal sector, many of them are daily
wage labourers and seek work on a contractual basis. This demonstrates that there has been an overall
increase in the employment of the Nicobarese, but also indicates that most of them still engage in
fishing and pig rearing – activities which are still important in their culture, albeit not for the primary
purpose of subsistence anymore.
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Furthermore, attention must also be drawn to the role of power and politics which circulate in the
island of Great Nicobar (Bridge et al., 2015; Robbins, 2012). Section 4.2.5 illustrates how many of the
Nicobarese confess their unwillingness and inability to practice hunting, celebrating festivals and
performing customs due to the presence of the Indian state in the form of the forest department, as
well as through the gaze of the settler population. The easy access for outsiders into the Nicobarese
homes and lives is a significant change, which they are still coming to terms with. This ties together
the Nicobarese loss of access to livelihood sustaining resources, subsistence strategies and practices
which are tied to physical places and represent historic ties to land (Biery-Hamilton, 1993; Escobar et
al., 2002; Kirsch, 2001). A deeper analysis on the Nicobarese changes can be done through recognizing
the situated nature of practices, argued by Ingold (2000), and illustrated in the example of Lauer &
Aswani (2009) through the Roviana case study. The practice-based approach thus applied in this thesis
highlights how practices are context-specific and embedded in daily activities and experiences (Arts
et al., 2012). By using a theoretical foundation which emphasises on the importance of practices, it
can be seen that the current situation of the Nicobarese is a mixture of its past and present changing
circumstances, their engagement with the place they previously and currently live in, and the social
politics constitutive of their indigeneity and its relation to the disaster (Ingold, 2000; Lauer & Aswani,
2009; Tripathi, 2018). According to Ingold, “life happens in the engagement with the world in which
we dwell; prior to any objectification, we perceive the world because we act in it, and we similarly
discover meaningful objects in the environment by moving about in it. In this way, things are neither
‘naturally given’ nor ‘culturally constructed’ but the result of a process of co-construction.”

5.2.2 Practices, knowledge and culture
This thesis argues that by looking at knowledge as situated practices, it is possible to decipher the
implications of the changes reflected in the Nicobarese lifestyle (Lauer & Aswani, 2009). Fifteen years
after the tsunami, the changes in their daily practices and patterns indicates that there have been
transformations in their traditional knowledge. Firstly, the theoretical concepts have outlined the
ways in which the concepts of practices and knowledge, and culture and place are interconnected,
through the use of the practice-theory which allows for exploring indigenous knowledge and culture
as being experiential and in the engagement with one’s context (Ingold, 2000; Lauer & Aswani, 2009;
Turnbull, 2000). This helps to decipher the ways in which changes in the Nicobarese’ accessibility of
resources and land has led to omissions in the use and communication of knowledge across
generations, as seen through the many practices highlighted throughout the results chapter (Kirsch,
2001). The distinct cultural beliefs and knowledge of the older generations as compared with the
Nicobarese youth is a result of this lack of knowledge reproduction. The younger generations of
Nicobarese are unfamiliar with many beliefs of fishing, hunting and the celebration of festivals
because they are away from the physical places where the beliefs used to be applicable, and there
was an availability of these resources. Furthermore, as seen in section 4.2.4, the population dynamics
of the Nicobarese have completely changed resulting in the selective impact of the tsunami on the
older generations. This means that a lot of the knowledge which might still have been used, cannot
be taught anymore. This is seen, for example in section 4.3.2, in the celebration of the pig festival
which has reduced over time from being an important and lengthy celebration for which each day had
different cultural significance, to being celebrated at half its capacity or not at all anymore. Kirsch
(2001) argues about the losses of particular things like knowledges, ideas and practices in the face of
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disaster, which is implied in the complete transformation of a society when a disaster strikes. These
concepts raise many significant questions which are beyond the scope of this research, about the
complexities of culture and nature while discussing loss. These concepts need further deconstruction
in practice theory, as does the question of the loss of knowledge. This research recognizes the
problems of such categorization, but still does not manage to completely escape viewing the
Nicobarese indigenous knowledge through a structural lens.
However, in many ways it can be seen that the Nicobarese are attempting to negotiate between their
traditionally defined roles and the influences from their modern lifestyles. Section 4.3 describes the
stories and beliefs as they are important in the Nicobarese lifestyle. Research about the Nicobarese
cultural beliefs, although few in number, lack the nuance which is expected while retelling stories
about beliefs and culture2. Some of them are detailed in section 4.3.2, despite the fact that they are
imperfectly retold in this research due to errors in understanding, a small number of older people,
and the dynamics of memory which play an important role in the debate about loss (Kirsch, 2001).
However, what emerges is the Nicobarese’ attempt at re-assessing some of their traditional practices
in order to adjust into their current lifestyle, and how they are also losing many practices, despite
gaining others. Some Nicobarese appreciate the elements of urbanness which seem to have emerged
in their current life. The Pulobhabi community of Rajiv Nagar has lived there for fifteen years, and are
negotiating with the idea of returning to their previous settlement once the road construction is
completed. However, section 4.3.1 and 4.4 briefly touches upon how they have also gotten used to
their lifestyle in Rajiv Nagar and wish to have homes in both settlements, if they were to have the
option of returning.
Furthermore, the introduction to the background, and governmental policies have described how the
replacement of many of the Nicobarese subsistence practices have implications which result in the
transformation of their local relations of production. The presence of the mainland Indian population
generates new socio-economic inequalities and exacerbate previously existing ones. The political
ecology approach does a good job in explaining down how the structures of inequality are political,
and cannot be attributed merely to the natural disaster (Robbins, 2012). While detailing the daily
practices and the way the Nicobarese engage in their world, it must also be noted that there still exist
underlying power structures which are continuously exercised through the role of the Indian
government and its policies. The distinct populations living on the island not only have very different
conceptions of culture and different ways of interacting with the environment, but their presence also
reveals the unequally distributed employment opportunities which could further marginalise the
Nicobarese. Section 4.2.3 refers to their employment, but it must also be understood that their lack
of prior education, indigeneity and inability to adjust to the employment structures weaken their
position and ability to get a job that is enough to sustain their current lifestyle (Robbins, 2012; Sen,
2017; Tripathi, 2018). The tsunami revealed these deep rooted structures of inequality, and an analysis
of its aftermath shows that the pattern of the Nicobarese job instability is not only due to their
unwillingness to adapt, but is an outcome of a system which benefits from their marginality (Sen,
2017). A closer look at the many of the practices which the Nicobarese are unable to continue to
perform also reveals that in some ways these practices may have also become inappropriate due to
the political and economic processes which are operating in the island. This power has been exercised
2

The folktales of the Nicobarese can be found in the book entitled “Folktales of Nicobar, by Rabin Roychowdhury
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over time by the post-colonial Indian government, and during the decision making process of relief
and aid in the immediate aftermath of the tsunami, and continues to be inherent in the current state
of the Nicobarese lifestyle.
Through an analysis of the cultural nature of the Nicobarese resettlement and its political context, one
can see the myriad ways in which they negotiate their traditional and modern practices across place,
and at different scales; and how their knowledge and culture is constantly produced and reproduced
in these dynamics of interaction.

5.2.3 Place, belongingness, and hybrid practices
The Nicobarese are negotiating their past and present through various material objects, as well as new
and hybrid practices which emerge as a result of their interactions with urbanization, employment,
and the dynamics of resettlement. In the construction of a new sense of place, it can be seen that the
Nicobarese differently experience belonging to their current resettlements. Section 4.4 illustrates the
differences in the varied ways the Nicobarese experience belongingness, the dynamics of memory and
their attempt at engaging with the past and present. Ingold (2000) and Turnbull's (2000) explanation
about the hybrid and multiform nature of knowledge is brought into question here, which can be seen
through the Nicobarese employment of material objects and which help them to construct a sense of
belonging. The example of the hybrid home in section 4.2.1 shows how the old and new are combined
to construct a home, and build a new sense of place and belonging (Escobar et al., 2002; Iyer, 2018;
Turnbull, 2000). By adopting aspects of their past and presently changing practices, the Nicobarese
use materialities which have been inherent in their lifestyle for generations, while using modern
materials such as tin. This shows that while the Nicobarese are accepting and accommodating to the
changes in their current lifestyle, and are also finding ways to retain aspects of their traditional lives.
The adaptive nature of knowledge must be pointed out here, to highlight how despite definitions of
traditional knowledge systems, about knowledge being static, intergenerationally passed down rules
– while notable, may be irrelevant (Berkes et al., 2000; Lauer & Aswani, 2009). Viewing knowledge
through the structures of dichotomy prevalent in Western thought, does not justify the extent to
which knowledge is produced and sustained while actively engaging in activities which are linked to
their context and lived in world (Ingold, 2000). While many current practices may remind the
Nicobarese of a romantic notion of their pre-tsunami lifestyles, it does not signify that the knowledge
generated during these times is homogenous or simple – but points to a knowledge which used to be
relevant and is specific to its context (Behagel et al., 2019). A sudden change such as the tsunami, and
a continuation of changes through the years have come to question the applicability of practices which
do not hold meaning in their current place. While this signifies that there is a loss of knowledges and
cultural practices, it is still relevant that the performance of tasks and knowledges is dynamic and
adapts to changing local environments (Ingold, 2000).
However, it must also be noted that belonging works on multiple levels and is often a result of
exclusion. As pointed out in section 4.2.5, the Nicobarese constantly feel a sense of exclusion from
their current place and what it means to live there (Iyer, 2018). The presence of a culturally distinct
mainland population has resulted in the Nicobarese’ exclusion on the basis of their traditional
practices, indigeneity and overall different lifestyles. The presence of the urban settlers, governmental
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employees and the forest department has not only created complexities of bureaucracy, but has also
furthered the divide between the different groups of people currently living on the island – which
brings into question how the Nicobarese may construct belongingness as a result of exclusion instead
of inclusion, by purposefully eliminating certain practices – as seen in section 4.2.2, in the fishing
technique which used spears to catch fish, replaced instead with line fishing – and modifying other
practices, and also generating new practices in the form of employment, and learning to speak
different languages like Hindi spoken by the mainland Indians.
In whichever sense belonging is understood, the Nicobarese are attempting to reconceptualise their
relations with the place in which they live. The place of their resettlement is also a source of cultural
production for the Nicobarese. What remains to be seen, is how the future developments by the
Indian government will play a role in the further transformation of their society. With an increase in
tourism, elements of loss will grow to be more relevant, and simply referring to them as changes may
not be enough to capture the depth of the destruction they face. The Nicobarese have undergone
changes caused by the tsunami, then the post-tsunami aid, and the now touristic inclinations of the
Indian government. Using a practice-oriented conception to theorize these elements highlights many
aspects of the mundane which are missing in power laden analyses of natural disasters and their
aftermath. However, engaged approaches which look inward must not simply justify the
transformation of a society as a change which is constantly happening and cannot be escaped, but
must also look outwards to the larger picture a world which is increasingly global, with a changing
climate that posing a constant threat of natural disasters and displacement (Robbins, 2012; Yonetani,
2014).

5.3 Discussion and reflection of Methodology
The methodology used in this thesis is of an ethnographic nature, and used practices as the unit of
analysis. It is in line with the practice-based approach, which calls for an engaged and participative
methodology for field-based research, as well as the political ecology approach through an analysis of
governmental policies and literature. This research stepped away from a structured, formal
methodology reliant on models and pre-existing frameworks, instead choosing to use an approach
which infers from examples of daily activities witnessed during participant observation and
informal/semi-structured interviews. This has hopefully led to important insights about understanding
the transformation of the Nicobarese society in the backdrop of a natural disaster, and captured their
perceptions through elements of practice which have much larger conceptual implications.
One of the major limitations of conducting ethnographic field research is the time period, and it was
only for two months that I was engaged in the field. This affected my ability as a researcher to
completely immerse in the research field, and be accepted by the different Nicobarese communities.
I also entered the field as an independent researcher, due to the lack of any organizations working
currently working in Great Nicobar with the Nicobarese people. The Nicobarese have been subject to
a number of researchers in the past, however there has been no continuity in their engagement with
researchers who mostly interact with them on a sporadic basis. This was apparent in my interactions
with the community, who were aware of these aspects and while they may not have completely grown
accustomed to my presence, they still accepted me for being there and conducting research on their
lifestyle.
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In addition, throughout my stay I was affiliated to the team of researchers from the University of
Mysore working on a project on the Nicobar Long Tailed Macaques, who have established their
presence in the island over the last 3 years as a wildlife ecologist and conservation group. Being
associated with this research team, initially meant that I was also viewed as an ecologist and I had to
work hard at breaking down this perception to establish my trust and independence in the research
field. The interviewees were thus a little hesitant while talking about the destruction of their crops by
monkeys and pigs, and this also reflected in our conversations about hunting and fishing practices.
There were times when the Nicobarese would refer explicitly to being exempt from the Wildlife
Protection Act during these conversations and sometimes avoid talking about their current
experiences with hunting of endemic birds, and turtles – both of which have high biodiversity value in
the island. We eventually started referring to these conversations through indications of whether
hunting practices have increased/decreased, and spoke about their importance in the past versus
present scenario drawing upon their memories of certain situations in the pre-tsunami and present
period. This also meant that many of the times I did not receive direct answers to my questions, and
thus became very reliant on informal conversations and observations to fulfil some of the research
gaps.
I also stayed with the University of Mysore research team instead of at the resettlement locations
with the communities, and had to travel there every day was a logistical difficulty which has resulted
in my inability to engage with the Nicobarese in the evenings and night, and gain a complete
understanding of their lifestyle. Although, I did grow to become close to some of the Nicobarese
women from Rajiv Nagar who used to fill me in on their activities, and provided me with many insights
which further fine-tuned my research., I was also accepted more by the community at Rajiv Nagar,
and I never was fully able to gain the trust of the New Chingen community. This was probably due to
the fact that I visited them less frequently, and also their mistrust towards the settler community was
slightly more deep rooted and apparent in their behaviour than the Rajiv Nagar community which
reflected in our interactions and has made my data slightly more biased towards the Rajiv Nagar
community.
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The moment I entered field, it was instantly apparent that there existed distinct groups which lived
on the island – the mainland settler populations, the Nicobarese (and the Shompens3). Thus, breaking
down my identity in the two resettlement sites became extremely important, and I had to constantly
remind the Nicobarese that I was not from a government department, or a wildlife ecologist, but an
Indian student who was conducting research on the Nicobarese post-tsunami lifestyle. There were
many instances during conducting interviews and observations when I found myself in the Nicobarese
houses being treated in the utmost hospitable ways, when they would tell me stories about the how
the changes in their current lifestyle increased the ease of outsiders gaining access to their lives and
homes, resulting in many of the changes I was observing and reporting on. These moments were
confrontational, and reminded me of my positionality in the field, and my participation in the process
of normalizing the changes they are going through. But these moments also formed the basis of this
thesis, and reminded me of the importance of conducting practice-based research to be able to see
and reflect upon how these small moments and changes have implications of a much larger scale.
Furthermore, when I initially began conducting interviews, the Nicobarese refused to sign my consent
form, or agree to be audio recorded. This made me aware of the complex relationship of the
Nicobarese with government officials and Indian settlers. Eventually, I took oral consent from the
interviewees, and had to jot down their answers while simultaneously conducting the interviews. I
attempted to be as accurate as possible while taking fieldnotes, but may have missed many
behavioural ques in the process. This was another one of the reasons why I became more reliant on
my observations and informal conversations, which have contributed greatly to the results of this
research, and draw from inferences and examples during the interviews, except for the direct quotes.
The tsunami is an inherently sensitive topic for the Nicobarese, and despite my attempts to focus on
the lifestyle and practical changes in the post-tsunami period; many of them revealed stories of their
experiences during the tsunami. I have tried to keep this information private, and separate from my
research, but such conversations have undoubtedly affected my perception of the island, its people
and my writing style; and has also affected the quality of many of my interactions with the Nicobarese,
as well as of this research report.
Throughout the research process, I also grew fond of many of the Nicobarese women and children,
who opened up their homes and hearts to me, and helped me with their anecdotes and stories which
guided this research project. This thesis has thus also been created as a way to retell the experiences
of the Nicobarese in a manner that is representative of their reality, and I hope that I have done justice
to them in this study.

3

The Shompens are the other indigenous group who reside in Great Nicobar, alongside the Nicobarese. They
have historically lived in the forests of Great Nicobar. As of 2006, their population consists of only 200
individuals, and they are classified as a Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Group (PVTG) by the Government of India.
They are only found in the one island of Great Nicobar.
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APPENDIX
Information Sheet and Consent Form
1.

Why is this research being conducted?
The research is being conducted to understand changes in environmental practices and associated
knowledge of Nicobarese community in Great Nicobar, post the tsunami of 2004.

2.

Why have I been invited to take part?
You have been invited because your thoughts and experiences can contribute to my understanding
of the practices and knowledge of the community, for the fulfilment of this research.

3.

Do I have to take part?
No. You can ask questions about the research before deciding whether or not to take part. If you do
agree to take part, you may withdraw yourself from the study at any time, without giving a reason,
by informing me of this decision.

4.

What will happen to me if I take part in the research?
If you are happy to take part in the research, you will be interviewed about your daily life
and experiences, and its differences from your lifestyle before the tsunami. The
interview/session should take approximately 1 hour. You can also ask to pause to take a
break or stop the interview at any time. If required, you will be contacted for follow-up
interviews and meetings. With your consent, I would like to audio record the interview so I
have an accurate record of your thoughts, in addition to the notes that I will take.

5. Are there any potential risks in taking part?

You are being asked to share your thoughts, opinions and experiences of your daily life, and
changes which have occurred in your lifestyle/practices in the last 15 years. In case there
might be a risk that you share personal/confidential information by chance, all information
shared will be anonymised as appropriate, and you don’t have to answer any questions if
you are uncomfortable, without providing a reason for doing so.
6. Are there any benefits in taking part?

There will be no direct or personal benefit to you from taking part in this research, but your
participation is likely to help find out more about the post-tsunami knowledge and practices
of your community, for the fulfilment of this research.
7. Will the research be published?

The research may be published in an academic publication/website. The research will be written as a
student’s MSc thesis, and will be available in the University archives online and in print.
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8.

Confidentiality
The research being done will not be shared outside of the research team and research
supervisor, and will be kept private. Any information by which you are identifiable such as
your name, age, gender, profession will be treated as private and confidential.

9.

Data sharing
Nothing that you will say will be shared with anybody, except for the research supervisor and team,
and nothing will be attributed to you by name. The knowledge gained from this research will also be
shared with you and your community. The information collected will be available in the form of the
final product that is the research thesis.
In case you have questions at a later time, please contact Nikita Engineer, mobile no:
I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet for the above study. I have had the
opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily. I
understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time, without
giving any reason, and without any adverse consequences or penalty.
I consent to being audio recorded : Yes / No

dd / mm / yyyy
Name of Participant

Date

Signature

dd / mm / yyyy
Name of Interviewee

Date

Signature
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Interview guide4
Name
Age
Gender
Pre-tsunami settlement
Section 1
•

How long have you been staying in your current habitation? Do you stay here
permanently or travel back and forth?

•

Can you describe what a typical day is like for you?

•

Can you describe what your diet is like? Does it differ in different places?

•

What are your different sources of income? What do you do to earn this money?

•

Do you grow your own food across the year? Is this for personal or commercial
consumption?

•

Do you engage in hunting/fishing? Which animals do you hunt? Is this for personal or
commercial consumption? What are the customary rules and legal regulations for
hunting/fishing? Are there any fish that are dangerous/important to your
community?

•

Can you elaborate on some of the different festivals and customs you celebrate?

•

Do you own livestock? Can you elaborate on the importance of pigs in your
community?

•

Can you elaborate on the importance of coconuts in your community?

•

If not, how do you access your food items?/ Do you buy them in the market?

•

Where do you prefer to stay?

4

It must be noted that these questions were initially created as a way of learning about the Traditional Ecological
Knowledge of the Nicobarese, and the focus of this research has slightly shifted over the duration of data
collection and analysis. While the structure of the questions remain the same, many of the interviews did take
a different course.
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Section 2
•

What are the ways in which your lifestyle has changed after the tsunami? (

•

Before the tsunami, did you engage in hunting/fishing more often? Can you
elaborate? Why do you think this is the case? If less do you miss it?

•

Before the tsunami, did you engage in growing your own food? If yes, do you miss it?

•

What is your opinion about what happened during the tsunami? (Probe for beliefs
and told about by the govt and opinions and belief)

Section 3
•

Are there any customary rules about using certain forest resources? (forest
resources includes plants, fruits, nuts, vegetables)

•

Are there any customary rules about using fishing? (forest resources includes plants,
fruits, nuts, vegetables)

•

Were the customary rules and regulations the same before the tsunami? If not,
describe what they were like before the tsunami?

•

Other than tsunami, do you think there are other factors which can be the
drivers/reasons of change in your knowledge about nature? Can you state them and
why?

•

Is there anything that you would like to add based on the content of the interview?
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