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Gendered Vulnerabilities in Disaster Responses: A
Case Study of Majuli Island, Assam
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Abstract: This study employs a qualitative research
methodology to study the gender disparities in disaster responses,
focusing on the case study of Majuli Island in Assam, India, to
provide nuanced insights into the distinct vulnerabilities
experienced by women, particularly in the context of floods.
Through an in-depth exploration of social norms, behavioural
restrictions, and resource allocation practices, the research
elucidates how women* roles as caregivers and providers
constrain their mobility and exacerbate their susceptibility to
harm. The gendered ramifications of disasters on health,
encompassing reproductive health issues and malnutrition, are
underscored, alongside the psychological and physiological
impacts that precipitate enduring mental anguish and heightened
risks of violence and abuse. The findings underscore the
imperative for gender-sensitive approaches to disaster
preparedness, response, and recovery, advocating for
comprehensive strategies that foreground women* safety, well-
being, and empowerment. By adopting a qualitative research
methodology grounded in descriptive investigation, the study
delves deeply into the lived experiences of communities grappling
with disaster risks, offering invaluable insights for policymakers,
practitioners, and communities striving to foster inclusive and
resilient societies.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Gender disparities persist in societies worldwide,

diverting resources away from women and towards men.
This inequity encompasses various aspects of life, including
roles, responsibilities, needs, and interests. Efforts towards
gender equity aim to eradicate discrimination based on sex,
yet significant numbers of impoverished women in India
still grapple with gender-based inequalities (Blackie et al.,
1994, [2][20][21][22]; Fothergill, 1996, [6]). The relative
power dynamics within families are shaped by social and
economic factors, influencing individuals’ ability to
negotiate and access resources (Agarwal, 1992, [1]).
Assessing the impact of disasters typically involves
examining casualties, injuries, and damage to property and
livelihoods. However, disasters affect men and women

differently, influenced by their social and economic
standing.
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Women, often relegated to subordinate roles within
patriarchal systems, face heightened vulnerability due to
limited control over resources and participation in decision-
making processes (Swain, 2007, [18]). Disasters can shift
women’s roles from caretakers to income earners, further
exacerbating their challenges.

Disaster responses are not impartial but shaped by
cultural, ideological, and religious beliefs, underscoring
biases in our reactions (De Mel, 2007, [4]; De Mel,
McKenzie & Woodruff, 2010, [5]). Poverty exacerbates
women’s vulnerability during disasters, compounded by
socio-cultural barriers that restrict their access to resources
and opportunities (De Alwis, 2002, [3]; De Mel et al., 2010,
[5]). Limited access to credit, training, and ownership rights
hinder women’s preparedness and mitigation efforts,
reflecting broader issues of empowerment (Motsisi, 1993,
[12]; 19944, [13][24]; 1994b, [14]).

Disasters disrupt not only physical but also socio-
cultural structures within households, affecting rituals,
education, and marriage practices, particularly in agrarian
economies (Swain, 2007, [18]). Widows, often stigmatized
and marginalised, face constraints on participating in social
and religious activities, compounding their hardship (Sahoo
& Parida, 2007, [16]). Moreover, vulnerable women may be
coerced into undesirable marriages or endure abuse while
striving to fulfil multiple roles within their families (Philip,
2005, [15]). These challenges underscore the urgent need for
comprehensive approaches to address gender disparities in
disaster contexts.

The Indian sub-continent, blessed with abundant natural
water resources, experiences annual flood events of varying
magnitudes. The north-eastern region singularly constitutes
one-third of the aggregate run-off of the nation through the
Brahmaputra and Barak River systems, attributed to the
significant precipitation amassed by their catchments
(Wiebe, 2006, [19]). India’s precipitation patterns exhibit
significant spatial and temporal variations (Mohapatra &
Singh, 2003, [11]; Sen, 2010, [17]), with average annual
rainfall ranging from over 2800 mm in areas such as the
Western Ghats, Andaman and Nicobar Islands, Assam, and
Meghalaya to around 300 mm in the western part of
Rajasthan. Ranked fifth globally in terms of discharge, the
Brahmaputra River carries a mean annual flood discharge of
48,160 m3/sec and sediment load of 400 million metric tons
at Pandu, Assam (Goswami & Das, 2003, [7]). Monsoonal
rains from May to October contribute 82% of the
Brahmaputra’s mean annual flow at Pandu (Goswami, 1985,
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Gendered Vulnerabilities in Disaster Responses: A Case Study of Majuli Island, Assam

Majuli, situated amidst the Brahmaputra River in Assam,
India, holds the distinction of being the largest river island
globally. However, the island is facing the imminent threat
of extinction due to the gradual loss of land area caused by
severe bank erosion and flood inundation. The flow of the
Brahmaputra river is already exhibiting changes in volume
and intensity (IPCC, 2007, [10]). The flood plains of the
river are among the most hazard-prone regions in the
country, with over 40% of its land (3.2 million hectares)
vulnerable to flood damage (Goswami, 2008, [8][23]).

Disasters, particularly floods, pose significant challenges
to communities worldwide, impacting individuals and
societies in multifaceted ways. Within disaster contexts,
gender disparities often exacerbate vulnerabilities, with
women facing unique challenges that are frequently
overlooked in relief and recovery efforts. The case study of
Majuli Island provides a valuable opportunity to examine
the gendered aspects of disaster responses and explore the
specific vulnerabilities faced by women in flood-prone
regions. By investigating social norms, behavioural
restrictions, and resource allocation practices, this study
aims to shed light on the disproportionate impact of disasters
on women and the systemic barriers that contribute to their
heightened vulnerability. Furthermore, the examination of
the gendered impacts of disasters on health, including
reproductive health issues, access to sanitation and
healthcare services, and risks of malnutrition, highlights the
urgent need for gender-sensitive approaches to disaster
management.  Additionally, the psychological and
physiological impacts of disasters on women underscore the
importance of addressing the mental and emotional well-
being of disaster-affected populations, particularly women
who often endure ongoing mental anguish and heightened
risks of violence and abuse. By understanding and
addressing the gendered dimensions of disasters,
policymakers, practitioners, and communities can work
towards building more inclusive and resilient societies
where all individuals, regardless of gender, are empowered
to effectively cope with and recover from disasters.

A. Relevance of the Study

The study of gendered wvulnerabilities in disaster
responses, particularly in the context of Majuli island in
Assam, India, is relevant due to the lack of comprehensive
research addressing the specific challenges faced by women
in this disaster-prone region. By studying the social norms,
behavioural restrictions, and resource allocation practices
that influence women’s experiences during disasters, this
study aims to fill a critical gap in the existing literature and
provide valuable insights for policymakers, practitioners,
and community leaders involved in disaster management
and risk  reduction efforts.  Understanding  the
disproportionate vulnerabilities faced by women, including
limited access to essential resources, healthcare, and
protection from violence, is essential for developing gender-
sensitive approaches to disaster preparedness, response, and
recovery. Moreover, by examining the psychological and
physiological impacts of disasters on women, this study
seeks to inform evidence-based policies and interventions
aimed at promoting the resilience and well-being of women
in Majuli and similar disaster-affected regions, ultimately
contributing to the creation of more inclusive and resilient
societies.
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Il. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

A Research Design

The study employs a qualitative research methodology,
focusing on descriptive exploration to delve deeply into the
lived experiences of communities grappling with disaster
risks.

B. Sampling Framework of the Study

For sampling, the study selects sites in Majuli, including
Salmora, Dakhinpat, Besamora, Baghargaon, Jengraimukh,
and Kamalabari. Ninety households are randomly sampled,
with 15 from each village. Primary respondents include
heads of households, women. NGO functionaries from
organizations such as South Asian Forum for Environment
(SAFE), Impact NE, MIPDAC, NEICORD, Oxfam,
ACTED, Save the Children, PAD, Prachodhan, and Rural
\Volunteers Centre are purposively sampled, alongside
government officials.

C. Sources of Data Collection

Data collection involves primary and secondary sources.
Primary sources include heads of households, women, NGO
members, and government officials associated with
responding to gendered disaster impacts. Secondary sources
encompass documents from relevant government and non-
government agencies and previous academic and empirical
studies related to the study theme.

D. Methods of Data Collection

The methods of data collection include interviews with
heads of households and selected women members and
members/officials of government, non-government, and
other bodies involved in responding to gendered disaster
impacts. Additionally, non-participant observation and
transect walks are employed.

E. Tools for Data Collection

Tools for data collection consist of interview schedules
for heads of households, women, interview guides for
officials of government and non-government agencies, and a
non-participant observation guide.

I11. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

A The Influence of Social Norms and Behavioural
Restrictions
Social norms and expectations of gender roles

significantly amplify the wvulnerability of women during
disasters, placing them at a marked disadvantage in rescue
efforts and increasing their susceptibility to disaster-related
fatalities. Women’s vulnerability during disasters arises from
their limited control over resources, restricted access to
information, and marginal participation in decision-making
processes. Their recovery tends to be slower than that of
men due to the gendered division of labour, which leaves
them less mobile and burdened with domestic
responsibilities, often neglecting their own well-being and
allowing minor health issues to escalate.
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In Majuli, women have reported being primarily
responsible for safeguarding children, the elderly, and
household property, which impedes their own escape and
rescue efforts. Additionally, their attire often restricts their
mobility, hindering their ability to move quickly or swim
during floods. Social biases against women learning to swim
further decrease their chances of survival in such situations.
Society expects women to uphold and embody moral duties,
and over time, men have enforced social norms to control
women, holding them to unrealistic standards of moral
perfection, which can hinder their ability to respond
effectively during natural disasters.

Moreover, women have mentioned that behavioural
constraints limit their ability to relocate without the consent
of male family members, thereby impeding their movement
and access to vital flood-related information. Discriminatory
practices in resource allocation, particularly in food
distribution, contribute to higher mortality rates among
female infants and young children. Some men even
prioritize feeding their sons over their daughters during
floods, citing the importance of perpetuating the family
lineage.

Women have also highlighted that men predominantly
control and allocate assistance provided to affected families,
with relief efforts being primarily managed and overseen by
men. This systematic exclusion disregards the unique needs,
capabilities, and experiences of women, further
disadvantaging them. Women and girls also face
discrimination in the distribution of food relief following the
destruction of crops and farmland during floods. While
relief efforts aim to support the entire population affected by
disasters, reliance on existing resource distribution
structures that reflect patriarchal norms marginalize
women’s access to relief resources. Additionally, women are
disproportionately affected by the damage to economic
livelihoods, as they often bear the responsibility of securing
water, food, and heating resources for their families. When
floods diminish household purchasing power, women suffer
even more, as men typically receive preferential access to
available resources.

Many women have consistently been regarded as the
primary providers for their families. Their roles become
even more critical during disasters such as floods. Society
places the responsibility of ensuring food on the table
squarely on women, and they are the ones who often make
sacrifices for the sake of their families. Traditionally, it is
the women of the household who ensure that everyone is fed
and clothed. When floods necessitate rationing of food, it is
women who bear the brunt of this situation. Even under
normal circumstances, they typically prioritize feeding their
husbands and children before attending to their own needs.
Women consistently prioritize the needs of their families,
often at the expense of their own well-being. This
selflessness can make them more vulnerable to malnutrition,
as they readily forgo their own needs to provide for their
loved ones.

B. Gendered Impacts of Disasters on Health

The profound consequences of floods on community
infrastructure extend to impeding access to essential
resources such as food, sanitation, healthcare, and clean
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water. Women, bearing the brunt of reproductive
responsibilities,  face  disproportionate  adversities,
particularly when healthcare services suffer due to diverted
resources for disaster management. This leads to diminished
obstetrical support, elevated occurrences of miscarriages,
and heightened rates of maternal and infant fatalities. One
woman shared her experience, recounting the challenges of
being heavily pregnant when her home was engulfed by
floodwaters, rendering mobility tough and self-evacuation a
daunting prospect.

In Majuli, the majority of rural households, particularly
those along the riverside, lack adequate toilet facilities. Even
during mild floods, makeshift toilets situated some distance
from homes become fully submerged. This poses significant
challenges for the entire community regarding sanitation,
with women bearing the greatest burden. The absence of
functional toilets forces people to resort to using boats for
defecation. However, this process is neither straightforward
nor private. It necessitates an additional person on the boat
to maintain stability, often against the current, with one side
slightly inclined towards the water for defecation and
subsequent cleansing. While men may find it easier to
manage this task due to their clothing or the freedom to
expose themselves publicly, women face considerable
obstacles, especially if attired in traditional garments like
mekhela-chador. Consequently, women have no choice but
to compromise their privacy. As expressed by a woman in
Salmora, “Aside from the inconvenience, it is simply
embarrassing for us, particularly during menstruation.”
Moreover, when an entire area is submerged, defecating
from a boat becomes a form of “open defecation” as there is
nowhere to hide oneself. For women, surviving a flood
means sacrificing their everyday privacy and losing basic
dignity.

Moreover, women and girls encountered even more
significant hurdles in the dire health and hygiene conditions
within refugee camps. The situation was worsened by the
inability to uphold privacy and segregation from men in
these camps. Several young women recounted their ordeals
of suffering from persistent rashes and urinary tract
infections during their tenure in refugee camps. They
grappled with properly cleansing and drying menstrual
cloths due to a scarcity of private facilities and access to
clean water. Frequently, they had no choice but to wear
damp clothing, making their challenges even worse.

The interruption of civic services, especially the water
supply, during floods poses significant challenges for the
women of Majuli. They are forced to go on lengthy journeys
to fetch clean drinking water, often lugging heavy containers
and cans across substantial distances. Ensuring an ample
supply of safe water for various household needs becomes
their responsibility. Furthermore, with food supplies scarce,
many women endure hunger, particularly those with limited
influence in family decision-making. Consequently, these
Majuli women face an increased risk of malnutrition and
various deficiency ailments.
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Conversely, it has been observed that women with more
significant roles in their families are better positioned to
advocate for their own and their children’s needs, making
them less susceptible to malnutrition. The nutritional
requirements of pregnant and breastfeeding mothers in
Majuli are further compounded by the ongoing need for
sufficient nourishment and care. Inadequate nutrition during
pregnancy can result in birth defects and maternal
malnutrition. Breastfeeding mothers, in particular, rely on a
consistent food supply to sustain their infants. The absence
of this supply significantly impacts the health of these
women. Government initiatives such as the Integrated Child
Development Services (ICDS), which distribute food items,
also tend to face disruption in Majuli due to the severity of
the floods. The temporary cessation of such services
exacerbates the issue of malnutrition, affecting both the
mother and her child.

At the time of floods, the local populace faces the
formidable challenge of sustaining themselves through
scarce daily wage jobs. This scarcity leaves both adults and
children frequently skipping meals or experiencing
undernourishment. In this scenario, women and girls,
primarily responsible for household cooking, bear the brunt
of these hardships. Many impoverished families, even those
with Below Poverty Line (BPL) or Antyodaya Anna Yojana
(AAY) ration cards, struggle to afford the allocated rice due
to their limited financial means. This once again underscores
concerns regarding the efficacy of these schemes in severely
affected rural areas, emphasising the imperative to identify
alternative means of support for families unable to afford
even subsidised grains.

However, mothers find solace in knowing that children
receive cooked meals through the Midday Meal Programme
in schools and Anganwadi centres, ensuring they get some
nutritious food during the day. Nonetheless, the floods have
raised concerns about the academic future of many students,
particularly girls, as floodwaters have swept away books,
school uniforms, and other belongings.

A young girl expressed, “When decisions are made
about who can continue attending school and who must
drop out, its always the girls who end up sacrificing. As a
result, | worry that | may not have the chance to pursue my
education further.” Being the eldest sibling in the family
with two younger brothers, she faces the highest level of
risk.

The areas severely affected by floods suffer from a
significant lack of institutional support, leaving the impacted
population, particularly women, without access to any
assistance system. While a small number of elderly
individuals and some widows qualify for modest financial
aid through the Old Age Pension and Widow Pension
schemes, they have received such assistance only once or
twice in their lifetimes. Disheartened by their past
experiences, they no longer make attempts to access these
funds.

C. The Psychological and Physiological Impacts on
Women

Discussions with women revealed that they are
frequently obliged to take on multiple roles during and after
a flood. They not only become frontline responders and
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survivors but also caregivers, responsible for nurturing and
maintaining the well-being of others. This caregiving duty
heightens when they are in relief camps with insufficient
food and water supplies, generating immense pressure and
inducing psychological distress.

Amidst floods, women recounted enduring ongoing
mental anguish concerning the safety of their loved ones.
The upheaval of household and social structures during
floods leaves women more prone to stress and anxiety. They
also observed that they seldom have the chance to mourn the
loss of family members, resulting in symptoms of post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). As a result, numerous
women disclosed experiencing post-disaster reactions,
including nightmares and a fear of floods in the days to
come.

Several women shared their experiences of postnatal
distress when floods occurred shortly after childbirth. One
woman recounted, “Amidst the flood, | had recently given
birth to a baby, yet I found myself juggling household
chores, tending to young children, and partaking in manual
labour alongside other women. Despite receiving some aid
from relief agencies in the form of old clothes, grains,
utensils, etc., | lacked the specialised care essential for a
postnatal woman.” The emotional strain on these women is
further exacerbated as flood-related resource depletion
makes it difficult to meet their family responsibilities,
leading to feelings of helplessness and depression.
Meanwhile, biological events like childbirth have specific
consequences and demand special attention, which is often
overlooked in flood relief efforts. Another woman
respondent shared, “I had delivered a baby shortly before
the flood. At a time when | needed complete rest, proper
care, and nutritious food for both myself and my child &
physical well-being, | found myself confined to a relief
camp. After some days, the baby fell ill, and | struggled to
provide adequate breastfeeding. With no other means to feed
the baby, | felt weak and frequently nauseous. Additionally, |
had to tend to my four other children. My husband, deeply
distressed by the loss of property and my condition, was
unable to seek work.” For nearly a month, another woman
found herself in a crowded relief camp alongside other
families impacted by the floods. Throughout her stay, she
grappled with severe stress and mental strain, overwhelmed
by feelings of uncertainty and a loss of confidence. Her
anxieties centred around the loss of livestock, property,
crops, and land, exacerbating her distress. The constant
echoing cries in the camp environment only added to her
sense of suffocation and helplessness.

The study also shown an increase in violence against
women during and after disasters. Incidents of spousal
abuse, rape, sexual harassment, and sexual abuse become
more frequent as families lose their traditional support
structures and protective mechanisms during floods. Women
affected by the Majuli flood expressed deep concern about
their husbands’ alcoholism. With limited job opportunities,
many men turned to alcohol and card games to pass the
time.
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When advised to abstain from such activities, wives
often faced physical abuse, with husbands asserting their
right to control spending of family property. Moreover,
overcrowded relief camps left unaccompanied women and
girls particularly vulnerable to sexual abuse and rape.

Women also described how the recent flood resulted in
reduced income and increased pressure on their husbands to
provide for their families. Most women agreed that the lack
of job opportunities and growing uncertainties due to the
flood heightened tensions within their families, leading to
incidents of domestic violence. Many women expressed
feelings of vulnerability and anger but felt powerless to
change their situations. One woman shared, “My husband
resorts to physical violence against me if I question him.”
Additionally, women recounted instances of sexual abuse
when they were unaccompanied in crowded relief camps.

IV. CONCLUSION

The case study of Majuli Island in Assam, India, offers
valuable insights into the gendered aspects of disaster
responses, particularly floods. The examination of social
norms, behavioural restrictions, and resource allocation
practices underscores the disproportionate vulnerabilities
faced by women during disasters. Women’s roles as
caregivers and providers often limit their mobility and
access to resources, exacerbating their susceptibility to
harm. Moreover, the predominance of relief efforts managed
by men overlooks the unique needs and experiences of
women, further marginalizing them in disaster contexts.

The gendered impacts of disasters on health reveal
profound challenges faced by women, including
reproductive health issues, lack of access to sanitation and
healthcare services, and heightened risks of malnutrition.
Disruptions in civic services exacerbate these challenges,
leaving women particularly vulnerable to adverse health
outcomes. Despite government initiatives aimed at
addressing these issues, the severity of floods often disrupts
relief efforts, exacerbating the issue of malnutrition and
hindering access to essential resources.

Furthermore, the psychological and physiological
impacts of disasters on women highlight the multifaceted
nature of their experiences, encompassing ongoing mental
anguish, post-traumatic stress, and heightened risks of
violence and abuse. Despite facing significant vulnerability
and powerlessness, women often endure abusive situations
due to societal norms and limited resources for seeking help.

Overall, the findings underscore the urgent need for
gender-sensitive approaches to disaster preparedness,
response, and recovery. Addressing the unique needs and
experiences of women in disaster contexts requires
comprehensive strategies that prioritize their safety, well-
being, and empowerment. By recognizing and addressing
the gendered dimensions of disasters, policymakers,
practitioners, and communities can work towards building
more inclusive and resilient societies, where all individuals,
regardless of gender, can effectively cope with and recover
from disasters.
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