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Over the recent years, historians have started
seeing the rivers as a significant influencer of a
region’s history. Many works have focused on
the purposeful attempt by states to control the
rivers. Speaking Rivers by environmental
historian Vipul Singh also echoes James C.
Scott’s Seeing Like a State trope in the later
part of the book, through the stories of
embankments and railways. It is the earlier
part of the book, however, that is a marked
departure from the previous works on river
history, wherein the author brings in
significant indices of cultural aspects of the
Ganga in Bihar. He explores how the fertile
track of the Ganga and its tributaries have
shaped the life of the inhabitants along the
banks and the hinterland. The fact that this
region constitutes one of the world’s most
extensive alluvial plains, the present work
articulates the political, social, cultural,
administrative, and ecological change in the
mid-Ganga valley over four centuries. While
histories have often centered on the rulers
because of the dominance of the state
sponsored literature, the author claims that the
rhythm and music of the river along with the

voices of the people found in the vernacular
sources allowed him to bring in the cultural
aspect of the history of the common people.
The book forms a part of the series of the
works on environmental history of the
Gangetic plains in the last two decades, such
as the works of Christopher Hill, Rohan
D’Souza, Parveen Singh, Iftekhar Iqbal, who
have studied the region with different
approaches. The approach of this book is
based on how ecology and colonial policies
interfered or shaped politics, social structure,
human settlement, culture, and economic
activities of the mid-Ganga basin. Chapters 2
and 3 investigate the history of the riverine
ecology from the early settlements to modern
times. The Ganga played a significant role in
the riverine trade and subsequently many cities
emerged like Patna, Bhagalpur, Munger and
others, which became economic, cultural, and
military hub of Bihar. Besides, morphology of
Ganga basin remains a potent force, which
played an important role in creating political
boundary and cultural homogeneity, which
then shaped “Bihar” as an administrative
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region. Morphology of the Ganga has been
always noteworthy for ruling authority from
the Maurya to the Mughal and British times. In
contrast to the theory of “exposed zone” of
Victor Lieberman and claims that without an
understanding of unique ecology of the midGanga valley, no one ruled in these areas.
Singh shows that the ecology of the midGanga played a decisive role in emergence of
the Magadh Empire. Later, the Afghan ruler
Shershah was able to defeat the mighty
Mughals and set up his rule in Bihar suba
because, among other reasons, he had a better
understanding about this region than the
Mughals.
Chapter 4 describes the economy of the midGanga basin and explains how the Ganga
played a pivotal role in emergence of Patna as
the centre of economic power in the early
modern period. The fifth chapter deals with the
impact of colonial policy on agrarian economy
and their society. Singh argues that the
colonial policy, based on the idea of maximum
revenue extraction from agrarian society to
achieve a relative permanency in revenue
collection through Permanent Settlement of
1793 and the Rent Act of 1859, strengthened
the Zamindari system. Subsequently, the
revenue demands gradually increased which
led to the pauperization of the peasants and
turned them into landless labourers. Despite
the recorded famines in the colonial times of
1670-1, 1770 and 1873-4, millions of people
died from starvation and malnutrition.
The approach of the “decommunization” has
been used to highlight the impact of colonial
policies on traditional rights of the people. The
inherent nature of large tracts of the midGanga basin’s cultivated land was fluidity and
temporariness characterized by the diaras. As
long as such lands were left in the hands of the
common people, there was no problem. But
very soon, the colonial state started seeing
even the diara as significant source of
revenue. It was then that it began to be seen as
a
problematic
zone.
The
colonial
administrators faced difficulties in having
stable systems of tenure, ownership, and
exploitation of such fluctuating landscape.
Therefore, it introduced modern acts for

permanency in revenue system and controlling
of the diara lands through Alluvion and
Diluvion Regulation of 1825, Act of IX 1847
and the Bengal Tenancy Act of 1885.
However, the very fluid nature of the diara
lands did not allow the colonial government to
determine their complete control over it
properly. These acts decommonized these
zones and its inhabitants lost the right to
access its common natural resources.
Chapter 6 and 7 enunciate the idea of
decommonization of the river and its
recourses. During the nineteenth-century,
colonial administration saw flood as a
problem, which had an impact on the revenue
collection. In the pre-colonial period, the midGanga peasants developed a tradition of flood
utilization and used to live with the flood.
However, the colonial administration began
the construction of the strong and heightened
embankments as a solution to the flood.
However, geomorphology of the mid-Ganga
basin was not suitable for strong and
heightened embanking of the rivers because of
the huge amount of silt that the rivers carry.
Apart from the embankments, modern canal
system also played a major role in
decommonization of river resources because
the rates charged for irrigation from the canals
suited the commercial crops and not the
traditional crops. Thus, the customary rights of
people were severely restricted, and it had a
harmful effect on the peasants who depended
on the river for irrigation. Singh argues that
the embankments, canals, and railways
transformed the river-dependent society into a
flood and drought-prone zone and the freeflowing rivers were decommonized in the
nineteenth century (p. 151). With the
introduction of the fisheries acts, the colonial
state tried to establish the state supremacy on
the fisheries and encroached upon the
traditional rights of the fishermen. It also
affected their access to fish, which provided a
cheap and good protein diet to the people of
the region. Furthermore, Singh also argues that
impacts of the decommonization of traditional
rights changed the settlement pattern of the
diara people and forced them to migrate,
while, during the pre-colonial period, they
lived in their villages. In that sense, the
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inundation in the rivers was never seen as a
problem earlier, and it was only during the
colonial rule that the flood acquired the
calamitous status.
Vipul Singh’s new book should be imminently
useful to those interested in environmental
history for its rich citations and argumentative
narrative. The general readers would also find
this book an easily digestible content worth
reading.
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