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Amphibious Histories:  Rivers as Pulse and Flow in India and China 
 
Histories of China and India have all too often be written from a terrestrial perspective, 
in which rivers, lakes, and wetlands form the borders of the human world, as obstacles to 
be overcome, channels to be bridged, or streams to be managed. This panel seeks to 
unsettle this world view, by unearthing – or perhaps dredging up – the amphibious 
histories of the two regions. The papers view rivers not as fixed channels but as pulsing 
and flowing systems, which interact with the terrestrial world not from neat riverbanks, 
but from muddy riparian zones, made up of colloids and admixtures rather than firm 
separations. Amphibious histories compel us to get our feet dirty - wading uninhibitedly 
into marshes, estuaries, wetlands, swamps and often into a veritable quagmire, in order 
to explore socio-environments dynamics, and to find patterns in the many pasts that have 
played out within the interminable jumbles of mud, sand, silt, ebbs, tides and stagnant 
waters.  
 
This panel will discuss the histories of ‘pulse’ and ‘flow’ that have shaped events, politics, 
and wetland cultures Yangzi and Ganges river systems. To grasp pulse and flow as 
material ecological forces requires us to understand the non-linear, dynamic and 
temperamental characteristics of rivers. It also urges us also to discover how fluvial 
stochastic behaviour acted to define, constrain, or enable a range of cultural adaptations, 
livelihood strategies, and technical innovations, helping to forge political power within 
vast stretches of the Yangzi and the Ganges systems. Amphibious histories, in other words, 
help us to recover histories of alluvial, lacustrine, and deltaic zones from the vantage point 
of radical ecological change and hybrid environments.  

 
The four papers in the panel provide theoretical and empirical investigations into 
amphibious histories in India and China. Sudipta Sen’s paper explores how the greater 
Ganges Delta transformed from a geographic and maritime margin to an important part 
of a vast agrarian empire between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, posing the 
significance of understanding historical processes from an amphibious perspective. Yan 
Gao’s paper provides a contrasting amphibious history of the pre-modern central Yangzi 
where wetland ecosystems and politics were intertwined. Chris Courtney’s paper 
examines how residents of the central Yangzi exploited wetland flora and fauna in the 
twentieth century, examining the destruction and reconstruction of Chinese wetland 
cultures. Rohan D’Souza’s paper analyzes how perennial irrigation and colonial 
engineering transformed the way that people interacted with South Asian river systems 
during the nineteenth century, undermining alternative forms of local knowledge.  
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The Ganges Delta and the Bay of Bengal World in the Age of Trade and Empire: A Foray 
into the Amphibious Pulse of History 
 
Sudipta Sen 
(University of California Davis) 
 
  
The greater Ganges Delta, formed by the drainage basins of two formidable rivers, the 

Brahmaputra and the Ganga, lay at the overlapping margins of deltaic and maritime 

history towards the early sixteenth century. This had always been a forbidding and 

volatile landscape of forests, mud, and sand, with very few channels deep enough for 

oceangoing vessels except for the mouth of the Hugli River. A plethora of natural 

impediments discouraged settlement and cultivation: salinity, forests, cyclonic activity 

and capricious tides. This paper explores how these relative backwaters of history opened 

up between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries to the markets, commodities and 

shipping lanes of the Bay of Bengal with the advent of Arakanese pirates, Portuguese 

fortune-hunters, and the Dutch, French and British maritime empires. It also looks at how 

the low-lying islands and the mangrove-rich fans of the greater Sunderbans became the 

site for early surveys and revenue settlements of the East India Company, marking their 

eventual transformation from the gateway of oceanic trade to the periphery of a colonial 

agrarian empire expanding westwards across the Gangetic Valley. 

  
 

An Amphibious World: Living in the Central Yangzi of Late Imperial China 

Yan Gao 
(Duke University) 
 

This paper analyzes the ecological systems for agricultural cultivation and fishing 

in a flood prone area and how local people developed an amphibious lifestyle to cope 

with frequent flooding and drainage problems. It argues that water was integral to social 

institutions as well as cultural practices of this region. As an attempt for an intertwined 

analysis of materiality and social construction, this empirical study provides a case seeing 

an amphibious world in late imperial China in which space, lifestyle, and social activities 

were organized through water and influenced by the materiality of water. This paper also 

discusses how Manchus and Mongols, who migrated to Central China during the Qing, 
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adapted to the amphibious environments, and how the “amphibiality” of the region was 

crucial in shaping the relationship between the Central Yangzi and the Qing state. As this 

paper shows, when the environments were more amphibious, local people had more 

autonomy; when the amphibious lives were pushed to the margins, so was the autonomy 

of the locals.  

 

* 

 

From Otters to Crayfish: The Transformation of Wetland Cultures in Modern China 
 
Chris Courtney 
(University of Durham) 
 
This paper examines the ecological and cultural transformation of Chinese wetlands in 

the modern era. Despite thousands of years of agricultural colonisation and hydraulic 

engineering, in the early twentieth century wetland habitats remained a vital resource for 

millions of Chinese people. A wide range of occupational specialists, from duck hunters 

to fish farmers, practiced various forms of wetland culture, relying upon the ecological 

resources offered by marshes, lakes, and rivers. In some regions, fishing communities 

even trained otters to flush fish into their nets. The twentieth century witnessed an 

unprecedented transformation of Chinese wetland habitats and cultures. Both the quantity 

and quality of water declined precipitously, as lakes and marshes were reclaimed, and 

rivers were contaminated by industrial and agricultural pollutants. The subsequent loss of 

aquatic flora and fauna has rendered many forms of wetland culture virtually impossible. 

Not only have otters disappeared from most regions, but many of the fish they once 

hunted for humans are now critically endangered. No longer able to exploit ecological 

resources, rural communities have developed novel occupations. Many have taken to 

farming American crayfish, a species that has proven highly resilient to the post-industrial 

landscape. Given the serious threat that this invasive species poses to the broader 

ecosystem, the rise crayfish farming represents yet another anthropogenic pressure facing 

the environment. At the same time, this booming new sector demonstrates the remarkable 

capacity of Chinese wetland cultures to adapt to challenging new economic and 

ecological realities.  
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Inundation to Perennial   
Colonial Engineering and the Making of Modern rivers in South Asia  
 
 
Rohan D’Souza  
(Graduate School of Asian and African Area Studies 
Kyoto University) 
 
 

Through the course of the long nineteenth century, rivers in South Asia were 

simultaneously subjected to unprecedented technological interventions and radical 

ecological ruptures. The once free flowing rivers, in other words, were conceptually and 

technically recast as disenchanted objects for colonial engineering.  This troubled making 

of the modern river in the subcontinent, in fact, remains, as yet, a little understood story.  

The transformation of hitherto sprawling river systems  into volume and stock ─ 

while  supressing  their  geological energies as geomorphological process and  stochastic 

pulse  ─ announced not only the conceptual quest for achieving total river control but, 

significantly as well, set the context for  the introduction of a slew of  unparalleled 

technical  infrastructures such as barrages, weirs, canal systems and inevitably large dams. 

And at the very heart of this ‘great hydraulic transition’, I argue, lay the steady elimination 

of  a vast complex of  local wetland  cultures that were previously dependent on  tapping  

inundating waters with the now triumphant march of perennial irrigation and colonial 

engineering.      

 


