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Well-established discipline now (Routledge and 
International handbooks 2015) though Tom Robbins 
mentions it rather as “a community of  practice” (2004). 
No unified methodologies.  

Mainly an Anglophone literature, but there is an 
emerging Francophone literature with 2 recent 
references:  
Gautier D. & al., 2012, Environment, discourse and 
power, the Political ecology approach 
Arnault de Sartre & al., 2014, Political ecology of  
ecosystem services 

A Swiss emerging “PE network”: Geneva, Lausanne, 
Fribourg, Zurich 

Political Ecology 



!  Interdisciplinary analysis of  environmental problems 
combining focus on ecological aspects and political/
economic/social aspects (initially political economy 
approach) 

!  Post-positivist approach (scientific discourses carry 
ideologies and stakes): ecology can’t be neutral or 
“apolitical”, knowledge production and the 
formulation of  environmental problems should be 
scrutinized. 

!  PE researchers should also target new ways of  
problem-solving, in a socially-just manner (“the 
hatchet and the seed”) 

Key features of Political Ecology approach 



Political Ecology of Water and Hydrosocial 
cycle framework 

!  Hydrological / hydrosocial cycle  

!  Leading Anglophone scientists – Swyngedouw, 
Bakker, Linton, Budds, Gandy, Kaika, Loftus, etc. 

!  Capturing the “entanglement between flows of  
water and power relations” (Linton & Budds, 
2014, 167) 



Hydrosocial cycle framework (Linton & Budds) 

!  HS emphasizes on: 
!  the recognition of  water as being simultaneously 

natural and socio-political, 

 “how water is perceived as an entity both shaped by 
and which in turn shapes social relations, 
structures and subjectivities” (Linton & Budds, 2014, 170) 

!  the dialectical and internal nature of the relation 
between society and water,  



!  Conducting a HS analysis should address 4 major 
dimensions (Linton & Budds, 2014): 

1. The meaning of water or views, discourses and 
understandings at stake; 
2. The internalization and expression of political 
strategies and politics in water circulation; 

3. The relations to larger scales, external actors 
and moves; 

4. The water-society dialectic co-production. 

Operationalizing Hydrosocial cycle analysis? 



Source	:	Immerzeel	et	al.,	Science,	11	June	2010,	p.	1383	
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 “a riverine plain that is part land, part water, but is 
neither in its entirety…from the breadth of  the 
delta mouth to the microcosmic worlds of  silt 
islands or chars that lie within the riverbeds – the 
concept of  hybridity is able to emphasize that 
besides natural ecological processes, humans have 
historically played a critical role in the construction 
of  these environments” (Lahiri-Dutt 2014, 3-4) 

The Lower Gangetic Basin (LGB): a deeply 
“hydrosocial waterscape” 



!  Entails diversities, complexities and hybridities in 
the form of  “chars”, marshes, swamps, etc. in a 
deltaic landscape 

!  Provides the scope to explore, in a historical 
perspective: 

!  visions and tools of  statecraft to tame this wild and 
unruly land(water)scapes 

!  untamed and informal private/community 
arrangements for sustenance  

!  development interventions across the river and 
resistances / environmentalism 

!  Comprehends the saga of  vulnerability and 
resilience of  the densely populated heterogeneous 
marginal communities against natural and human-
induced disasters 



Source:	Mukherjee	2011,	17	



Source:	Centre	for	Environment	and	Development	2007		



Aims of the joint research  

1.  Exploration and analysis of  varied historical settings 
behind water paradigm shifts, and their material 
influence on the LGB waterscapes         

2.  Identification of  social resistances/environmentalisms 
related to water management visions and practices 



Research sites : Malda, Murshidabad, 24-Parganas. From 
Rajmahal hills to Sagar. 

1  To capture the context behind the formulation and 
implementation of different water paradigms           
=>Archival data – official reports, letters, gazetteers, 
statistical accounts by administrators, and 
cartographic maps 

2  To study and analyze conflicting perceptions and 
understandings of water management policies 

      => Qualitative methods – focus group discussions, 
key informant interviews, participatory rural 
appraisals, informal on-site conversations, etc. in 
selected sites 

Approaches and methods  



•  Beyond standardized perceptions/categories 
!  beyond existing theories in environmental (water) history 

!  beyond mainstream geography (land/water divide; urban/rural 
divide) 

•  Towards Third-World Water Political Ecology?  
Water-sediment-society dialectics 

“lines of  separation but zones of interaction… 
transformation, transgression and possibility”  

(Howitt, 2001, 240) 

Relevance and contribution 



!  Participation in ASA annual conference “Muddy
 footsteps and hydrosocial futures: understanding
 relationality with, through and about water” in Durham
 (July 2016)  

!  Preparation of  a publication “Intervened River,
 transformed muddyscapes: changing perceptions across
 state-society interface in the ‘chars’ of Lower Gangetic
 Bengal, India” incorporating ASA participants’
 feedbacks (to be completed in December 2016) 

Joint work done so far  





!  Exchange visits and joint fieldwork: February, May, July 2017 

Joint paper presentation at IDSK conference on “On Borders and
 Borderlands” (February 2017) 

Interactions with resource persons from “Swiss PE network” (May
 2017) 

Workshop at IIT Kharagpur on PE theoretical tools (July 2017, tbc) 

!  Large-scale project proposal to IIT Kharagpur/SNF funds 

!  Preparation of  joint publication(s)  

Forthcoming plans 



Thank you for your attention 



!  Phase 1: Exploration and analysis of  varied historical
 settings behind water paradigm shifts, and their material
 influence on the water/mud scapes 

1 exchange visit in February 2017 (joint fieldwork) 

duration: four months (November 2016 – February 2017) 

approach: analysis of existing literature and historical sources at
 the Lower Ganga Basin scale, exploration of current
 hydrosocial theoretical framework gaps 

deliverables: informative grids on successive water paradigms,
 dedicated maps to illustrate the material (hydromorphological
 & ecological) influence on the waterscapes 

Planning of the IIT Kharagpur/ IDSK / UNIL 
exchange project (1)  



!  Phase 2: Analysis of  discourses and knowledge related to
 water management 

1 exchange visit in May 2017 (exchanges on Political ecology
 theoretical frameworks) 

duration: three months (March 2017 – June 2017) 

approach: reutilization/rereading of IDSK previous related
 research works and analysis of current (religious, political,
 administrative) discourses through media records & grey
 literature analysis  

deliverables: mind maps of relations between main discourses
 and waterscapes’ features, at different historical periods up to
 the present   

Planning (2)  



!  Phase 3: Identification of  varieties of  environmentalism
 and social resistance related to water governance, in
 relation to local communities’ livelihood and vulnerability
 issues  

1 exchange visit in July 2017 (tbc) (final fieldwork and
 conclusions) 

duration: seven months (February – August 2017) 

approach: interviews, participatory rural appraisals in selected
 chars of Malda and Murshidabad, moujas eastern marshlands
 of Kolkata and the Greater Kolkata region, Sagar 

deliverables: case studies report, Seminar at IIT Kharagpur on PE
 theoretical tools (July or September 2017, tbc) 

Planning (3) 


