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Abstract

The environmental history of India has moved on and considerably broadened since
the first studies of Indian forestry were published. This essay surveys studies on
water in British India, which it has clustered into three themes. While providing a
rough description of some of the most important debates and discussions on the
issue of colonial rule and its hydraulic interventions, the essay argues that interest on the
subject must now attempt to pursue grand questions as well. Towards to this end, it is
argued that much insight and theoretical traction may be gained from pursuing the
conceptual notion of a ‘colonial hydrology’: the attempt to characterise the British
experience as comprising an altogether distinct paradigm for hydraulic interventions.

Water in British India can be discussed in three overlapping but discrete
clusters of concerns. The first and most substantially engaged debates have
situated colonial irrigation strategies in terms of their environmental, political
and economic contexts. The second cluster, closely shadowing the first, has
explored aspects of  ‘decline’, elimination and sometimes appropriation
of a slew of ‘traditional’ water harvesting technologies. The third cluster of
concerns, that is yet to achieve visibility, has aimed at identifying definitive
patterns in colonial strategies towards hydraulic endowments. Put differently,
the attempt is to characterise the British experience as comprising an
altogether distinct paradigm for hydraulic interventions in South Asia;
explanations that can perhaps be encapsulated under the broad rubric of
‘colonial hydrology’. Part of this as yet incipient exercise involves, in my
opinion, a departure from the emphasis on irrigation. In turn, this third
cluster will explore colonial experiences with floods, drainage, wetlands,
lakes, in-land river navigation, traditional fisher
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Multi-purpose River Valley development. In several ways, these themes
listed above (indicative and not exhaustive), could then, presumably, help
fill in many existing empirical gaps and thereby craft a rigorous theoretical
approach to explore the relationship between colonialism and water. By a
theoretical approach, I suggest that the subject of water in British India
should, similar to works on forests or land policies, be able to shed light on
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the broader dynamics of colonial rule. Thus, while this essay is centrally
aimed at providing a general introduction to the main themes on water in
British India, it will nevertheless also attempt to argue a case for the term
‘colonial h









themes such as ‘colonial hydrology’ will yield and formulate the next crop
of important and significant questions.

Short Biography

Rohan D’Souza is Assistant Professor at the Centre for Studies in Science
Policy, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi.

Notes

* Correspondence address: Rohan D’Souza, Centre for Studies in Science Policy, School of Social
Sciences, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi-110067, India.
1 Elizabeth Whitcombe, Agrarian Conditions in Northern India: The United Provinces Under British
Rule, 1860–1900, vol. 1 (Berkeley: California University Press, 1972).
2 Ian Stone, Canal Irrigation in British India: Perspectives on Technological Change in a Peasant Economy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).
3 Imran Ali, The Punjab Under Imperialism, 1885–1947 (New Delhi: Oxford University Press,
1987). Also see M. Mufakharul Islam, Irrigation,Agriculture and the Raj: Punjab, 1887–1947 (New
Delhi: Manohar, 1997).
4 David Gilmartin,‘Scientific Empire and Imperial Science: Colonialism and Irrigation Technology
in the Indus Basin’, The Journal of Asian Studies, 53/4 (1994): 1127–48.
5 G. N. Rao, ‘Transition from Subsistence to Commercialised Agriculture: A Study of Krishna
District in Andhra, 1850–1890’, Economic and Political Weekly, 20/25–26 (1985): A-60-9. Also see
G. N. Rao, ‘Canal Irrigation and Agrarian Change in Colonial Andhra: A Study of Godavari
district, c.1850–1890’, Indian Economic and Social History Review, 25/1 (1988): 25–60.
6 M. Atchi Reddy,‘Travails of an Irrigation Canal Company in South India, 1857–1882’, Economic
and Political Weekly, 25/12 (1990): 619–28; Pradipta Chaudhuri, ‘Peasants and British Rule in
Orissa’,Social Scientist, 19/7 (1991): 36–42; Rohan D’Souza ‘Canal Irrigation and the Conundrum
of Flood Protection: The Failure of the Orissa Scheme of 1863 in Eastern India’,Studies in History,
19/1 (2003): 41–68.
7 Nirmal Sengupta argues that traditional or indigenous can be separated from modern irrigation
systems by the difference in their participatory character. While traditional systems require extensive
participation and cooperation amongst its users, modern systems are governed by formal and
centralised bureaucratic management. This distinction, however, tends to convey the impression
that systems prior to British rule were rooted in democratic decision making and principles of
equity. A claim that ignores caste practices in water distribution or the use of forced labour in
repair and maintenance. Secondly, it is sometimes difficult to draw a hard and fast line between
‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ irrigation technologies as several modern schemes have incorporated
aspects from pre-existing structures. For our purposes, therefore, traditional will refer broadly to
the systems that prevailed prior to British intervention. See Nirmal Sengupta,User Friendly Irrigation
Designs (New Delhi: Sage, 1993), 10. Sandra Postel argues that irrigation’s modern moment found
expression in the nineteenth century in British India. See Sandra Postel’s Pillar of Sand: Can the
Irrigation Miracle Last? (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1999), 40–64.
8 Nirmal Sengupta,‘The Indigenous Irrigation Organisation in South Bihar’, The Indian Economic
and Social History Review, New Delhi, 37/2 (1980), 157–87.
9 Anil Agraw1 0 0 1e7oneds.0 1 2121 0 0 1 119.256 342.Can 1
(Ag)Tj
1 0 0Dy1 0  201.804 390.25 T68(Ag)Tj
1 0 0Wisdom1 299.05 342.725 Tm
(Ag)Tj
1 0 0 Ri 1 227.918 219.4Tj
0 Ag1 0 0 1e7on 1 127.397 533.25 580 Agra



14 Indu Agnihotri, ‘Ecology, Land Use and Colonisation: The Canal Colonies of Punjab’, Indian
Economic and Social History Review, 33/1 (1996): 37–58.
15 Report of the Committee Appointed to Enquire into the Administration of the Sone Canals, vol. 1
(Calcutta: Bengal Secretariat Press, 1888), 12–20.
16 Herbert M. Wilson, Irrigation in India (Delhi: Daya Publishing House, 1989 [1903]), 78–81;
D. G. Harris, Irrigation in India (London: Oxford Uni



Postel, S., Pillar of Sand: Can the Irrigation Miracle Last? (New York:W. W. Norton & Company, 1999).
Rao, G. N., ‘Transition from Subsistence to Commercialised Agriculture: A Study of Krishna District

in Andhra, 1850–1890’, Economic and Political Weekly, 20/25–26 (June 22–29, 1985):A-60-9.
Rao, G. N., ‘Canal Irrigation and Agrarian Change in Colonial Andhra: A Study of Godavari District,

c.1850–1890’, Indian Economic and Social History Review, 25/1 (1988): 25–60.
Reddy, M. A., ‘Travails of an Irrigation Canal Company in South India, 1857–1882’, Economic and

Political Weekly, 25/12 (March 24, 1990): 619–28.
Report of the Committee Appointed to Enquire into the Administration of the Sone Canals, vol. 1 (Calcutta:

Bengal Secretariat Press, 1888).
Report of the Drainage Committee, Bengal (Presidency Division) (Calcutta:The Bengal Secretariat Press, 1907).
Rosin, R.T., ‘The Tradition of Groundwater Irrigation in Northwestern India’, Human Ecology, 21/1

(1993): 51–83.
Singh, Praveen, ‘“Colonising the Rivers”: Colonial Technology, Irrigation and Flood Control in North

Bihar, 1850–1950’, Ph.D. Thesis (New Delhi: Centre for Historical Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru
University, 2003).

Sengupta, N., ‘The Indigenous Irrigation Organisation in South Bihar’, The Indian Economic and Social
History Review, 37/2 (1980): 157–87.

Sengupta, N., User Friendly Irrigation Designs (New Delhi: Sage, 1993).
Stone, I., Canal Irrigation in British India: Perspectives on Technological Change in a Peasant Economy

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).
Whitcombe, E.,Agrarian Conditions in Northern India: The United Provinces Under British Rule, 1860–1900,

vol. 1 (Berkeley: California University Press, 1972).
Wilson, H. M., Irrigation in India (Delhi: Daya Publishing House, 1989 [1903]).

628 . Water in British India

© Blackwell Publish·kw

6


