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vii

prEfaCE

We are living in an era of transitions and transformations where very 
different understandings of security and sovereignty are at work. 
The multifaceted challenge of multiscalar climate change forces us to 
rethink the issues of space, scale and power in ways perhaps hitherto 
unimagined. This is not to suggest that the old cartographies emerging 
out of state-centric imaginations of inside/outside and ‘national security’ 
have completely disappeared but to explore the extent to which they 
make sense in the era of climate change and scarcities. Taking the 
semi-enclosed ‘Bay of Bengal’ and its littorals as a case study we 
argue in this book that they don’t. For us the Bay of Bengal is also 
a valuable social science laboratory to establish and demonstrate that 
howsoever useful the ‘global’ metanarratives of climate change might 
be in their own right, a critical social science perspective compels us 
to rescale our attention and map out the complex spatial geographies 
of climate change. 

A useful way forward in the direction suggested above is to 
recall that even though climate change had not been factored into the 
deliberations and outcomes of UNCLOS III, the 1982 Convention makes 
the specific provision in its Article 123, to the effect that, 

States bordering an enclosed or semi-enclosed sea should cooperate 
with each other in the exercise of their rights and in the performance 
of their duties under this Convention. To this end they shall endeavour, 
directly or through an appropriate regional organization: (a) to coordinate 
the management, conservation, exploration and exploitation of the 
living resources of the sea; (b) to coordinate the implementation of 
their rights and duties with respect to the protection and preservation 
of the marine environment; (c) to coordinate their scientific research 
policies and undertake where appropriate joint programmes of scientific 
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viii Preface

research in the area; (d) to invite, as appropriate, other interested States 
or international organizations to cooperate with them in furtherance 
of the provisions of this article.

Since we wholeheartedly agree with the contention that there is 
no such thing as a ‘view from nowhere’, we find it appropriate to 
outline at the outset some of the key assumptions on which our 
analysis in this book is based. First and foremost, we believe that the 
debate on climate change cannot and should not be divorced from 
the debate on sustainable development. We argue that climate change 
and sustainable development are inextricably linked and thus should 
be approached and analysed together in a holistic manner. By doing  
so, we are less likely to miss out the long-standing histories of natural 
disasters, ecological degradation and deeply entrenched ecological 
irrationalities in our societies. At the same time what we should be 
aiming at is to broaden the understanding and deepen the debate 
on climate change by analysing how the anticipated consequences of 
climate change travel backwards and beyond the causes related to 
‘global warming’ and are anchored in the dominant models of economic 
growth and development. 

The second key assumption that guides our approach to analysis in 
this work is that the concept of sovereignty needs a radical reformulation 
in the context of climate change and ecological un-sustainability. A 
different geopolitics is at work beyond the limits of state sovereignty, 
which forces us to rethink the concept of boundaries (on land, sea 
and air) and in some cases even replace them by the concept of zones 
characterized by multilateral cooperation. It is forgotten sometimes that 
the Bay of Bengal is a semi-enclosed sea as defined under UNCLOS III, 
to which all the littoral states of the Bay of Bengal are signatories. By 
virtue of being signatories, the Bay of Bengal littoral states have certain 
obligations to meet. Article 122 of UNCLOS III stipulates that “For the 
purposes of this Convention, ‘enclosed or semi-enclosed sea’ means a 
gulf, basin or sea surrounded by two or more States and connected to 
another sea or the ocean by a narrow outlet or consisting entirely or 
primarily of the territorial seas and exclusive economic zones of two 
or more coastal States.” We are curious to explore the extent to which 
the specific and unique regional specificities and circumstances of the 
Bay of Bengal have invited joint action, technical cooperation and other 
management mechanisms at the regional scale by the littoral states. 
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Preface ix

A careful reading of various national perspectives on, and responses 
to, climate change mitigation and adaptations gives an impression that 
the scales that matter the most are either ‘global’ (a scale at which the 
dominant climate change metanarratives are currently framed, debated 
and discussed) or ‘national’ with strong tendencies to look inwards rather 
than transnationally. What are conspicuous therefore by their absence 
are regional consciousness and collective response strategies embedded 
in the physical-human-ecological geographies of the Bay of Bengal.

For the purposes of this study we define geography as “literally, 
‘earth-writing’ from the Greek geo (earth) and graphia (writing), the 
practice of making geographies (‘geo-graphing’) involves both writing 
about (conveying, expressing or representing) the world and also 
writing (marking, shaping or transforming) the world. The two fold 
in and out of one another in an ongoing and constantly changing 
series of situated practices, and even when attempts have been made 
to hold ‘geo-graphing’ still, to confine its objects and methods to a 
formal discipline, it has always escaped those enclosures.”1 Further, 
“the idea that there is some eternal metaphysical core to geography 
independent of circumstances will simply have to go”.2 In this vein we 
argue and illustrate in this book that the geographies of the ‘Bay of 
Bengal’, far from being fixed and rigid either in terms of physicality or 
our mental maps, are in fact ‘marked, shaped and transformed’ by the 
climate change. Correspondingly, what is needed now are innovative 
ways of ‘conveying, expressing and representing’ the semi-enclosed 
Bay of Bengal, from the perspectives of large marine ecosystem. At 
the same time, we uphold and argue that rather than presuming that 
there is an ‘eternal metaphysical core’ to the geography of the Bay of 
Bengal, we should be focusing more sharply on the centrality of those 
communities whose wellbeing and livelihoods depend on this large 
marine ecosystem. 

We begin this study with an analysis of the dominant  
metanarratives of multiscalar climate change, some of which are rather 
alarmist and fear inducing, and show how the ‘global’ scale is being 
privileged over other scales, especially the regional and the local. The 
current predominant framings of the Bay of Bengal appear no exception 
to the trends that tend to eclipse the reality of one of the largest 
marine ecosystems in the world being subjected to transformations and 
uncertainties associated with climate change. We further argue that 
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x Preface

there is a need to rethink the traditional state-centric understandings 
of sovereignty and security innovatively within the dynamic human-
ecological interface. The chapter to follow maps out in some details 
physical-human geographies of the Bay of Bengal, which in turn are 
approached and analysed as integral to large marine ecosystem. What 
we chiefly intend to show here is that climate change is likely to act 
as an impact multiplier in the region with a long-standing history of 
vulnerabilities to cyclones, tsunamis and storm surges. In Chapter 3, 
our key concern is with climate-induced displacements — both current 
and potential — and emerging ethical as well as geopolitical issues and 
contestations. The analysis here reveals the urgency of further research 
and reflection on the complex development-disaster-displacement 
interface around which the phenomena of ‘climate migrations’ are  
likely to unfold with implications for diverse and competing 
understandings of security. In the next chapter, it is argued that  
climate change will compel states and their defence-security 
establishments to rethink and reassess the roles and missions of 
their conventional armed forces. Confronted with common security 
challenges, the conventional understandings of the ‘adversary’ will 
have to be suitably modified in order to effectively address the 
transnational threats to human-environmental security. In Chapter 5 our 
key argument addresses the critical importance of rescaling ‘national’ 
responses to climate change in two major directions. It needs to be 
scaled up in order to develop regional perspectives and scaled down to  
community-centric levels to address local realities. The chapter to  
follow focuses on the ongoing regional cooperative engagements 
amongst the Bay of Bengal littorals and explores the extent to which 
these multilateral initiatives have factored in climate change and 
its various facets into their regional strategies. We present a future 
possibility where a new maritime regionalism — embedded in the 
specificities of the Bay of Bengal and harnessing the existing synergies 
of current regional approaches — takes a firm hold on both popular 
imaginations and official-state policies.

Each of us owes combined and individual debts of gratitude. First 
and foremost, We would like to acknowledge our deeply felt gratitude 
and indebtedness to Ambassador K. Kesavapany, former Director of 
the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) Singapore, for his 
visionary guidance and kind support, with which this study has been 
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conceptualized and completed. It has been an honour and a privilege 
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library staff at ISEAS for their invaluable assistance and encouragement. 
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Panjab University. 

Vijay would like to equally extend his warm appreciation to a 
number of scholars who gave their valuable time to discuss climate 
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