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Abstract: Amid global climate change and an uneven global
political economy that preys on natural resources, landscapes
are reshaped at the confluence of land and water, concretely
and abstractly. Focusing on the production of place, we
suggest that at their point of convergence, there is relational
ontology between land and water. This constitutive relationality
is the basis of what we call an amphibious anthropology. By
foregrounding temporality, movement, and ways of knowing,
we aim to grasp the experience of places at the confluence of
land and water and to probe into the specificities of life in
such landscapes or into various amphibious anthropologies.
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Résumé : Avec les changements climatiques et les inégalités
de I'économie politique mondiale tirant profit de 'exploitation
des ressources naturelles, les paysages formés a la confluence
de la terre et de I'eau se redéfinissent de maniere abstraite
et concrete. En considérant la production des lieux, nous sug-
gérons qu’a leur point de convergence se trouve une relation
ontologique entre I'eau et la terre. Cette relationalité constitue
ainsi ce que nous définissons d’anthropologie amphibienne.
En mettant de P'avant la temporalité, le mouvement ainsi que
différentes facons d’appréhender, de connaitre ou de compren-
dre, nous tentons de saisir 'expérience plurielle des lieux a la
confluence de la terre et de I'eau, et d’y examiner les spécificités
de la vie et de 'anthropologie amphibienne.

Mots-clés : eau, lieu, paysage, temporalité, savoir/
connaissance
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Introduction

Water scarcity and excess are universal human
concerns. The desert landscapes captured by the
closing photographs of this special issue are located
in the southeastern corner of the Islamic Republic of
Mauritania. Like any landscape, the desert is shaped
by the presence and movement of water. And to the
nomadic camel herders, life in the desert revolves
around the search for water as their mobility is guided
by the elusive presence of this life-giving liquid. Water
used to be found in the scattered wells and springs
governed by customs and cultural codes. But these move-
ments are now disrupted. To the harshness of desert
life, another layer of unpredictability and capriciousness
is being added. As wells and springs dry up and people
and animals find themselves increasingly unable to find
water, a new sense of place emerges. In parallel, new
institutional orders emerge as water is led through
gigantic pipes from the Senegal River to the urban
metropolis at Nouakchott. In this landscape, which has
long been defined by the movements of men, women,
and their animals, the changing patterns of water force
the nomads of the desert to rethink their engagement
with places.

In Mauritania, as in various part of the world, the
landscape is redefined by the changing flow and quality
of water. Across distinet geographical, social, political,
and economic contexts, water and land enter in relational
processes that have implications for the production of
place. In positioning our analytical focus on landscapes
that are redefined by a changing flow and quality of
water, our goal in this issue is to understand how both
of these elements are engaged in a mutually constitutive
relationship and to examine the ramifications of this
interplay for the experience of places. The questions we
ask are: How does water relate to the social production
of place; in which ways is the production of place shaped
by the emerging forms of confluence between land and
water; how does a landscape transformed by an altered
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flow of water affect the sense of place; how does the
convergence of land and water impact the functioning
of social institutions; and, conversely, how do such insti-
tutions respond to the intermingling of land and water?
To answer these questions, this special issue sug-
gests a framework for ethnographic explorations of how
the production of place is shaped at the confluence of
land and water. In doing so, we draw attention to the
fact that, while our approach to an amphibious anthro-
pology includes the component of land per se, or terra
firma, it gives salience to more general and abstract
forms of land such as place and landscape. As we see it,
the convergence of land and water operates on concrete
and abstract levels. At the material level, this occurs
when land turns into water due to the rhythm of floods
and erosion, as it does on the Ganges delta; where a
place becomes increasingly vulnerable to glacier lake
floods, like it is in the Himalayas; when the quality of
underground water becomes redefined by the commer-
cial exploitation of land; or when elements of the topo-
graphic landscape or specific areas become reservoirs
of water. At the conceptual level, local ideas about water
and related practices not only change alongside redefini-
tions of place by the state, by industrial actors, and
by climate change or when the envisioned meaning and
potential use of water become markers of collective
identity, but also when the confluence of land and water
develop within local cosmologies. We therefore aim to
study the forms of interaction between land and water
that have implications for the production of place,
concretely and abstractly. As land and water meet, their
quality becomes relational. Whether as new developments
or increasingly as defining features of a place, these inter-
actions shape peoples’ everyday experience of a place.
Second, by “production of place,” we paraphrase
French sociologist Henri Lefebvre (1991), drawing from
his conceptual approach to space to develop an approach
to place (see also Kahn 2011). Rather than an entity that
precedes culture, Lefebvre rethinks space as the product
of a dialectical process between material and ideological
dimensions or, in his analytical model, between the
perceived space (I'espace percu) and the conceived space
(Uespace concgu), respectively. To appreciate the pro-
cessual dimension of space, Lefebvre emphasises the
need to understand the experience of space or the “lived
space” (espace vévu), which, in his model, is the product
of the interrelation between the perceived space and the
conceived space. We use Lefebvre’s model as a heuristic
device rather than as a rigid framework. While we are
less interested in analysing the structural forces that
contribute to the production of space — which Lefebvre
interprets from a Marxist perspective — we find inspira-
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tion in this dialogical relation between material and ideo-
logical aspects of spatiality: to think of places as being
redefined by the flow and quality of water. Water and
land are different substances and are usually conceived
through different frameworks — for instance, we do not
normally think of land as having the same fluid qualities
as water. We suggest that at their point of confluence
there is relational ontology between land and water in
the production of place, a process that in turn has im-
plications for the experience of place. In other words,
we ask how do material and conceptual qualities of land
and water permeate each other to become mutually con-
stitutive of place?

Third, to understand how the confluence of land and
water may shape people’s life experiences, we call for an
“amphibious anthropology.” Etymologically, the term
amphibious comes directly from the Ancient Greek
word amphibios, which refers to life (bio) that has the
quality (ous) of operating on two sides (amphi), particu-
larly in relationship to land and water. Intuitively, we
think of humans as being at home on a solid surface
and as having to adapt, sometimes uneasily, to the
fluidity of water.! Thinking about how boundaries be-
tween water and land intermingle opens up questions
about the experience and the perception of place. Al-
though amphibious to some extent, humans are not as
well adapted to life in water as are frogs, salamanders,
and other amphibians or even human-made amphibious
vehicles. By extension, an amphibious anthropology calls
attention to the ways humans experience the concrete
and abstract intermingling of land and water. The am-
phibious anthropology we propose, therefore, both focuses
on specific ethnographic sites and constitutes an analytical
approach for understanding the human relationship to
water in the tradition of landscape theorisation.

While water and land have individually been the
focus of various studies, concentrating mainly on social,
cultural, and political dimensions, we believe that the
confluence of land and water raises questions that call
for further ethnographic and conceptual investigations.
To explore these questions, it is necessary first to map
out the categories of land and water to more clearly
grasp what they encompass. Water is indispensable to
life. On planet earth, water oceurs in gas, liquid, and
solid states. Our discussion is concerned with the latter
two — more precisely, surface and underground liquid
water and glacier ice. “Water,” writes Veronica Strang
(20062, 70),

is characterized, above all, by its fluidity, transmuta-
bility, and omnipresence. It is always on the move,
flowing, conforming to the shape of its environment,
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evaporating and precipitating. Its form is equally in-
constant: it can transform from ice to fluid, to steam
and back again. It can be entirely invisible and trans-
parent, or impenetrable and reflective. It shimmers
with light and movement. It can be hot or cold, salt
or sweet. It can offer life-giving hydration, amniotic
support and comfort; it can overwhelm, burn, or
freeze.

Questions about living with water and land have long
been key topics of anthropological inquiry. In one of the
foundational texts of the discipline, Malinowski (1984 [1922])
describes a world made out of water — the archipelago
fundamental to the movements and exchanges of the
Pacific islanders. What Malinowski’s study tells us is
that from an anthropological perspective, water is not
just a resource; it is a substance that, in its many mani-
festations, connects distinct realms of social life (see also
Orlove and Caton 2010, 401). It oscillates between nature
and culture and can be both substance and symbol
(Helmreich 2011). This oscillation is at work in the toxic
fracking wells of Ohio (in the article by Anna Willow
in this issue), the unruly Jamuna River controlled by
supernatural beings (in the article by Naveeda Khan in
this issue), the building of artificial glaciers in the dry
highlands of Ladakh (in the article by Karine Gagné in
this issue), the dug-out waterways and reservoirs of the
Andes (in the article by Mattias Rasmussen in this
issue), the parallel destructive forces of the Po Chhu
River and the changing governance in Bhutan (in the
article by Ben Orlove in this issue), or the disappearing
waters of the Mauritanian Desert (in the article by
Christian Vium in this issue).

Water must therefore be taken seriously as a sub-
stance that not only has material presence but is
also tied to the social imaginary. Water has configura-
tive, and, as some see it, agentive, power - water
acts on society by overflowing or drying up and creat-
ing tensions and collaborations as it moves (Hastrup
2013b, 59-60). To Kirsten Hastrup, rivers, canals, and
wells are different instantiations of such processes,
where humans are both subjects and objects of water.
The movement of water is both enabled and moulded
by technologies and social powers, but it may also affect
these ways of organising knowledge, power, and liveli-
hoods. Land is equally ambiguous; as explained above,
land not only refers to surfaces not usually covered by
water but also encompasses such constructs as land-
scape and place. Land can be described by its geology
and its topography. It can be a territory and, ergo, often
becomes the subject of politics and political claims (Sack
1983). Whether a landscape or a terrain, land may also
be understood as an amalgam of relational entities — as
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terra firma that attains specific qualities in relation
to the biophysical presence of water and its role as
boundary marker.

As Karl Marx and later Karl Wittfogel wrote,
“oriental despotism” hinges upon the idea that the power
of kings derives from control over irrigation. Indeed,
even outside this narrow framework, the agrarian ques-
tion in its different iterations has long demonstrated
how water management is intricately linked to the con-
centration of power.2 But irrigation is not only a matter
of power, the question of water management has formed
an analytical point of departure for comparative studies
between societies.? Understanding the social organisa-
tion of water can therefore generate insights about the
place of humans in the environment and its link to social
stratification.

Others have focused on the link between the social
organisation of water as it is linked to political and
religious life. For instance, J. Stephen Lansing’s (1991)
brilliant book on irrigated landscapes discusses the role
of water temples. Lansing focuses on how the religious
and the political are deeply entwined with a “humanized
nature” and how productive and ritual relationships com-
bine to produce an engineered landscape that both sus-
tains the vital paddy rice production while being highly
dependent on continued maintenance. In Bali, the Green
Revolution of the 1970s drastically altered agricultural
production by introducing new crops, policies, and pests.
The water temples previously central to the social organi-
sation of ritual and production were therefore rendered
marginal, as new forms of knowledge and financial net-
works took over.

Overall, many of these studies about water discuss
landscapes — whether engineered, cultural, or institu-
tional — as settings where the politics of water is played
out and where institutions and crops set roots. There-
fore, they are interested in the endurance of institutions,
the patterns of production, the intersections between
religious, political, and productive activities, and the
local articulations to wider structures of power and
commerce. In this collection, we pose a different set
of questions. Examining the production of place where
land and water converge, we seek to understand how
the dynamics related to flows of water are constitutive
of, and become enfolded into, landscapes. For the pur-
poses of our discussion, land relates to landscape and,
by extension, to the cultural production of place and to
forms of belonging and attachment. In other words, we
are less concerned with the physical land where vegeta-
tion takes root and more interested in the landscape in
which societies evolve, as it is nurtured and disrupted
by the changing flow of water.
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Conceptual Background for an Amphibious
Anthropology

Space, Place, and Landscape

Philosopher Michel Foucault (1980, 70) once lamented
the devaluation of space, which, as opposed to time,
a concept encompassing movement, fecundity, and life,
was treated in his view as “the dead, the fixed, the
undialectical, the immobile.” For Foucault, failing to
account for the vitality and dynamic processes that
characterise space means failing to pay attention to the
processes, including the historical ones, that make space
and that are, true to his philosophical approach, stamped
by the mark of power. Since that time, critiques of ana-
lytical approaches to space have been further developed,
and, today, the theorisation of spatiality now occupies
a significant place in the work of anthropologists and
geographers concerned with questions of power among
a wealth of other subjects of inquiry.?

Amid this rethinking of place and its production,
authors adopting phenomenological approaches have
stressed that in parallel to processes of deterritorialisa-
tion and the impact of translocal power, matters of local-
ities nonetheless remain central to people’s experiences
and worldviews (see Basso 1996; Escobar 2001; Raffles
1999). Thus, the cultural construction of places is an
intrinsic feature of the creation of a sense of place. In
the words of Christopher Tilley (1994, 18), who is often
credited with having introduced phenomenology to the
study of archaeology, “place is an irreducible part of
human experience, a person is ‘in place’ as much as she
or he is ‘in culture.’” Phenomenological approaches to
place continue to be developed within a growing body of
work on landscape. In this literature, scholars give cen-
trality to local perspectives, revealing how landscape
constitutes a fundamental feature of people’s existence,
thus transcending the representational character of
former approaches and moving away from notions of
“framing convention” (Hirsch 1995, 1; see also Bender
2002; Cosgrove 1998; Hirsch and O’Hanlon 1995; Ingold
1993; Schama 1995; Thornton 2007).6 Overall, the litera-
ture on the humanity of landscapes and on space and
place calls on scholars to more carefully consider the dy-
namics at play in the production and experience of place,
including questions of political economy and cultural
processes (see Low and Lawrence-Zuhniga 2003).

Feminist human geographers — most notably Doreen
Massey (2005) and Sarah Whatmore (2002) — have
treated the production of space as a complex composite
of socio-political and biophysical processes, or “hybrid

138 / Karine Gagné and Mattias Borg Rasmussen

geographies,” in Whatmore’s words. Here, the boundaries
between nature, technology, and society are not a given
but, rather, produced in encounters between different
ways of perceiving and acting upon natural and social
orders. Space is seen as dynamic, situated, and changing
rather than static, neutral, and permanent. These reflec-
tions provide fertile ground for the investigation of the
coproduction of water by human and non-human actors,
where spiritual beings, biophysical processes, and invisi-
ble particles profoundly alter human engagement with
places (Willow, Gagné, Khan, and Orlove in this issue).”

Hence, as much as water has multiple ontologies,
being both border and resource, territorial, and bio-
political, landscapes mean different things to different
peoples across time and space (see Barnes and Alatout
2012). Like space, landscape and place are relational,
situated, and always subjective. As Massey (2006) makes
especially clear, landscape, space, and time permeate
each other. In a sense, the contributions in this special
issue address the challenge she puts forward: How to
define movement in relation to an ever-changing space?
Drawing from these reflections, we seek to examine how
landscapes are experienced, perceived, and acted upon —
how they are knowable — in light of the movement of
water, which becomes formative of the production and
experience of place. In the case studies presented in
this special issue, water is pivotal to changing land-
scapes. Looking at how water and its movements are
constitutive of places is, we argue, a distinct way of, to
paraphrase Massey, “imaging space” anew.

Water

From earlier studies in which water was the object of
human action through to engineering on many different
scales — from buckets, to irrigation systems, to dams —
the values, meanings, and contested fields connected with
water increasingly have received increasing scholarly
attention (for recent reviews, see Orlove and Caton
2010; Rasmussen and Orlove 2014; Hastrup 2013b;
Barnes and Alatout 2012). Human actions, it can be
argued, are increasingly understood as being done with
water rather than to it (compare Bender 2002, S104), so
that human action in relationship with water is under-
stood to be embedded in particular times and places.
Rather than provide an extensive review of approaches
to water developed by social scientists in the text that
follows, we have instead chosen to highlight notable stu-
dies of water, in particular, those that adopt a political
ecology perspective in emphasising the materiality and
power relations of water as well as those emerging
from a phenomenological and culturalist perspective
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that focus on the relational process between the flow of
water and the creation of a sense of place.

As a direct analogue to landscape, the notion of
waterscape gained theoretical purchase with Erik Swyn-
gedouw’s (1999) seminal article on hydraulic landscape
engineering and modernisation of Spain in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century. To Swynge-
douw, waterscape is synonymous with water landscape.
His work seeks to illuminate how water politics, water
culture, and water engineering have worked together
with water ecology and geography to produce the par-
ticular configurations of modern Spanish society. Here,
the waterscape is a hybrid, a socio-nature produced at
the crossroads between the materiality of water and the
political and cultural practices that control its flow.8
In short, the concept of waterscape, as it has been
developed at the crossroads between political ecology
and studies of science, is useful for grasping how places
are produced in uneven encounters and how water dis-
tribution and equity (or lack thereof) are fundamental
features of these encounters. Furthermore, the concept
leads us to further nuance these questions by examining
a variety of ways of knowing and interacting with water
in different waterscapes.

Following the work of Swyngedouw, others have put
forward alternative conceptions of waterscape by fore-
grounding culture and subjectivity. Veronica Strang
(2004), who has conducted extensive work on water,
approaches waterscape in a way that connotes with
watersheds, seeing the contours and borders of landscape
as being shaped by the movement of water.? Her approach
to the sensory experience and generation of meaning
related to water calls attention to the relationship be-
tween both engagement with water and the construction
of social identity (Strang 2006b, 2009). Water, in both its
material and metaphorical form, thus becomes a means
for conceptualising identity as fluid. Strang’s perspective
on water in the emergence of cultural landscapes focuses
on its role as a repository of meaning and a constituent
of identity. This contrasts with approaches to landscape,
place, and location that emphasise the everyday politics
and interactions surrounding water. For their part, Ben
Orlove and Steven Caton (2010, 408) define waterscapes
as “the culturally meaningful, sensorially active places
in which humans interact with water and with each other,”
whereas Amita Baviskar (2007, 4) emphasises the cultural
politics that infuses waterscapes. Overall, these various
conceptual framings emphasise how water is intrinsic to
the production of place.1?

In this collection, while Willow extends the water-
scape underground into the Marcellus Shale, Gagné
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includes the high altitude glaciers of Ladakh. In both of
these cases, the waterscape is a contested repository of
meaning. In fact, Willow suggests that environmental
degradation has led to a conversion of what used to be
a positive experience of place into experiences of aliena-
tion and grief — of “dysplacement.” In the Andes and the
Himalayas, where the co-authors of this article have
conducted research, the flow of water, in its various
forms, is intimately connected to cosmologies and knowl-
edge about the origins, order, and dynamics of the world.
Such places are therefore sites of encounters not only
between land and water but also between human and
non-human beings (see also de la Cadena 2015).

In Khan’s article in this issue, this relationship be-
comes particularly evident as supernatural beings are
experienced as the cause of children drowning in the
treacherous waters of the Jamuna River. Water is inti-
mately connected to the situated production of meaning
and identity, rooted in particular places and connected
to systems of knowledge (see also Gagné’s article in this
issue). In all places where people have maintained a
long-standing relation to water and landscape — as the
ethnographies of Dorset (Strang 2004), New Mexico
(Rodriguez 2007), Egypt (Barnes 2014), and Ohio (Willow
in this issue) demonstrate — the movement of water,
whether defined by a shifting flow or a changing quality,
is intimately connected to the production of place.

Toward an Amphibious Anthropology

The literature on space, place, and landscape as well as
on water reviewed above informs our approach to an
amphibious anthropology, which aims to grasp how the
confluence of land and water produces places and shapes
human lives. More than mere backdrops, landscapes
are deeply entangled with human activities and linked
to the movement of water. Human engagement with
place requires knowledge of these movements, which
are, we argue, embedded in uneven epistemic hierarchies.
As we move toward an amphibious anthropology, we go
further into the relational ontology of land and water,
their confluence being a particularly fruitful site for
understanding the production of place. As we see it,
time is a salient feature of place, whereas movement is
a defining quality of water. At the concrete and abstract
levels, land, as it becomes submerged in water, becomes
movement and gets unsettled, whereas the temporal
dimension of water crystallises as its flow demarcates
space. In what follows, we consider movement as it
happens in time and space, before inquiring into the
connection between movement and the ways of knowing
water.
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Time, Space, and Fluid Movements

By its very nature — its materiality and propensity to
flow — water is always in motion. Even when it appears
to be stable — in ponds or reservoirs for example — it
leaks, evaporates, and filtrates. Movement necessarily
happens in space and time. When water moves, it moves
through both of these dimensions. Consequently, an
amphibious anthropology that explores how to imagine
landscape through the movement of water prompts us
to pay attention to three particular features of place: its
spatial dimensions, its temporal aspects, and how new
forms of movement, coming about through the flow of
water, affect the ways of knowing land and water.

Movement links the flow of water to a changing
place. Our approach to an amphibious anthropology
considers the movement of water within a landscape,
which, despite many recent empirical and conceptual
contributions, has generally been depicted as unchang-
ing. An appreciation of temporality, in our view, is key
to the assessment of change occasioned by this move-
ment and its implications. Time is such a salient, yet
commonplace, feature of human experience that, as
Nancy Munn (1992) points out in her article on the
cultural anthropology of time, it often dissipates ana-
lytically behind other anthropological objects of study
with which it is enmeshed, such as political structure,
kinship, or cosmology.!! An attention to the confluence
of land and water in the production of place brings into
focus the often glossed over dimension of time. It also
forces us to revisit commonly held assumptions about
water, which is frequently taken for granted as an ele-
ment of everyday life.

Yet, everyday uses of water, such as when we turn
on a tap or buy a bottle of water to quench a thirst, are
deeply imbricated in a complex array of knowledge and
political and economic processes that change over time.
Another element to consider, moreover, is that water is
never pristine and its quality is, by and large, the result
of human intervention. A closer look at the convergence
of land and water therefore brings into focus the tem-
porality of their interrelation — as places change over
time, the human connection to water fluctuates. And as
water transforms places in its changing flow, percep-
tions and senses of place are altered.

Phenomenological approaches to engagement with
places, in the tradition of Martin Heidegger and Maurice
Merleau-Ponty provide a productive standpoint from
which to examine the temporal and experiential facets
of the confluence of land and water. In his widely cited
Temporality of Landscape, Tim Ingold (1993) analyses
everyday involvement with the world, which connects
people to the physical landscape. Although Ingold does
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not pay particular attention to human engagement with
water, his perspective is fertile in pondering the tem-
poral dimension of the flow of water in a landscape and
how this flow feeds into human experience of place. In
many ways, the landscape that Ingold conceptualises is
a narrative in constant development. Not only are land-
scapes simultaneously repositories of past events and
memories, reflecting the passage of time itself, but their
physical outlook also changes as humans dwell in places.
In Ingold’s model, engagement with places happens
through bodily immersion, constitutes a mind-body ex-
perience, and implies spatial practices such as building
and walking (see also Ingold 2000, 2007). The passage
of time can thus be interpreted as a journey through
the range of activities involved in engaging the world
through labour and through building technologies -
what he terms a “taskscape” (Ingold 2000, 196). The
human body is thus embedded in the world through an
organic process that implies its co-evolution with land-
scapes. Informed by these reflections and by the fact
that, as Massey (2006) and Barbara Bender (2002) re-
mind us, landscapes are always produced in uneven
encounters, we want to emphasise that water plays an
essential role in the processes that link landscapes and
human bodies, something that takes place amid an
imbalance of power and various social actors.

The role of water in the linking of landscape to
bodies must be considered in light of the multiple tem-
poralities of past, present, and future. The present is
always shaped by its connection to the past and future.
Water in landscapes is connected to both the long and
short durée. Seasons are closely connected to the mate-
riality of water and are a determining dimension of the
ways that humans engage with landscapes (see Strauss
and Orlove 2003). Seasonal variations, which are defined
by the varying intensity of the flow of water in its many
forms and human activity, constitute an example of the
short durée. Water not only moves across the terrain,
shaping activities along its course, but also changes its
movements through the seasons. In northern Finland,
the seasonality of the Kemi River is a key factor in both
the production and the experience of place. The move-
ment of water in the landscape, Franz Krause (2013)
tells us, is therefore intimately connected to the percep-
tion of time (see also Minnegal 2009).

Over the long durée, landscapes have been seen
as repositories of time where worldviews are archived
through place names and building practices.!? Oral his-
tory is key to understanding the evolution of beliefs and
practices related to landscapes and water, which points
to how cosmological worldviews are responsive to, and
fluctuate along with, the changing flow of water (Khan

Anthropologica 58 (2016)



and Orlove in this issue; see also Paerregaard 2013).
A consideration of the temporal variations in water
management practices, moreover, provides insights into
the entwinement of social and environmental change
(Gagné and Rasmussen in this issue).

Changing water compels people to think about the
future of a place. Visions and scenarios emerge, shaping
how people engage with water and landscape in the
present (Hastrup 2013a). For example, the control of
water through large-scale infrastructure has been a
way for nations to imagine their future and to assert
the identity of a modern state (Baviskar 1995; Féaux de
la Croix 2011; Folch 2013). In recent years, climate
change has given rise to a concern for water supply
issues, compelling people to search for solutions for a
sustainable future (Gagné in this issue; Rasmussen in
this issue). Recurring floods (Agrawala et al. 2003) and
their increasingly potential occurrence (Orlove in this
issue; Carey 2008), coastal erosion (Karlsson, van Oort,
and Romstad 2015; Paolisso et al. 2012), and submersion
with sea rise (Lazrus 2012; Rudiak-Gould 2013; see also
Khan in this issue for a different kind of overflow) are
emerging realities with which populations must cope in
many parts of the world. Whether through a lack of
water or its excess, the changing flow of water today
forces people to reflect on the future in ways their
ancestors likely never needed to. In the same manner,
due to actual and potential contamination and pollution
as a result of industrial and commercial exploitation of
natural resources, the quality of water is increasingly
becoming a source of anxiety about the future (see
Willow in this issue; see also Rasmussen 2016; Urkidi
2010).

Thus, the confluence of land and water and its im-
pact on the production of place brings to the foreground
three points we aim to underline. First, as a result of
either a changing quality or flow of water, or of chang-
ing places due to political, economic, or environmental
factors, the processes that link peoples, places, and
water often operate amid frictions between different
actors and impact human bodies, both physically and
psychologically. Second, the way people relate to water
and places through practices and beliefs is not fixed;
rather, it is enmeshed with political and economic pro-
cesses, with environmental changes, and with local cul-
tural dynamics that change over time. Moreover, these
practices and beliefs are relational as a changing place
may alter the way people think about water and engage
with it and the other way around. Last, and along
similar lines, the convergence of land and water de-
naturalises time and water. As its flow changes, water
becomes an explicit dimension of the experience of a
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place; conversely, focusing on the flow of water and
concomitant changes in practices and perceptions makes
explicit the historical processes that define places.

Ways of Knowing at the Confluence of Land
and Water

We have discussed how an amphibious anthropology
pays attention to the ways water moves through both
time and space. The movement of water, in addition, is
connected with changes in the environment that involve
various degrees of human action. Hence, dams, irriga-
tion intakes, flash floods, glacial melt, and industrial
waste are among the manifold cases of shifting water
that require people to manipulate water and landscape
in new ways. As water changes and moves under broader
political, economic, and environmental processes, new
ways of knowing and understanding the world emerge.

Arguing against essentialising depictions, scholars
have extensively argued that local knowledge is neither
static nor fixed in time and place. Yet, as Julie Cruikshank
(2005) has convincingly argued through her work among
First Nations communities in Canada, knowledge always
emerges in encounters and yet maintains a localised
character. Knowledge, in this view, is place bound and
situated. The collection of articles in this issue brings to
light how water-related knowledge regimes are sus-
ceptible to change as places are transformed through
various processes. As several authors have noted, the
bureaucratisation of places, the influence of the state,
and the increasing technological manipulation of water
often occur alongside parallel shifts in community orga-
nisation (see Gelles 2000; Trawick 2003). The increasing
complexity of water management through technological
means and its integration into large-scale projects in-
evitably fragment and compartmentalise water-related
knowledge (see Mitchell 2002). Changes in water manage-
ment must therefore be considered in light of their effects
on people’s connection to water.

How does knowledge about land and localities inter-
act with knowledge about water? Here we consider two
kinds of knowledge: the first produced by experts and
emerging from scientific systems, the second local in
nature and produced by communities through interac-
tion with the environment over time.13 At the confluence
of land and water, expert and local knowledge interact
as different social actors attribute different, and often
contested, meanings to each element (see Gagné in this
issue; Rasmussen in this issue). Scholars have demons-
trated that the scientific paradigms that inform the pro-
duction of knowledge about land and water are strongly
connected to power (Goldman 2007; Mitchell 2002).
From the colonial era of often ruthless exploitation of
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natural resources, through post-colonial development
and its aim to increase productivity, to the current neo-
liberal era of privatisation of natural resources and the
corporatisation of public water utilities, successive sys-
tems of scientific knowledge have long served an agenda
oriented toward the transformation of places and the
commodification of resources, such as water through
classification, the production of data, and the use of spe-
cific discourses about nature. Through these successive
paradigms, expert knowledge has been the dominant
discourse through which “the truth” about nature is
articulated and alternative views are easily dismissed
because they deviate from “the facts” or they constitute
emotional reactions based on inadequate information
(see Willow in this issue). These tensions become salient
at the confluence of land and water since both elements
are understood through different systems of knowledge,
which points to the need to better grasp the relational
space between land and water.

For the past two decades, anthropologists have
invited us to move beyond “nature” as a background
and setting for “culture” and to rethink the anthropocen-
trism of their discipline (see, for example, Cruikshank
2012 for a brief intervention). Attention to the many
ways in which water boundaries are drawn do indeed
provide a crucial entrance point for considering the
multiplicity of ways in which the earth is inhabited.
Khan (in this issue) examines worldviews in which water
is sentient. In her Whiteheadian analysis, she insists,
however, that the ways that the char dwellers (flood
plain sediments) of the Ganges Delta make sense of the
world rest upon “experience and expression” and that
human views on the supernatural change accordingly.
The way that the river behaves is linked to the beings
that dwell therein. Khan describes “more than ecological”
forms of local knowledge, which hinge upon particular
ways of making connections between the human and
non-human entities of the worlds they describe. But, as
she demonstrates, these connections are unstable, and
non-local processes and actors can unsettle local beliefs
and knowledge systems.

In initiating the interaction between different know-
ledge systems, the changing flow of water also compels
the development of new forms of knowledge.l* Jamie
Linton’s (2010) idea of “modern water” shows how the
particular view of water and the hydrological cycle that
underpins conservation efforts are an abstraction couched
in a specific Western scientific conceptualisation of water.
This idea, in turn, opens up other ways of separating
water from its contexts, such as commodification (Bakker
2003), virtualisation (Barnes 2013), and privatisation
(Budds 2013) as well as diverse forms of grabbing land
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and water, appropriating and circumscribing them with
the backing of an environmental agenda (Benjaminsen
and Bryceson 2012). A focus on the convergence of land
and water highlights the ways in which dialogue between
expert and local knowledge can be crucial for the imple-
mentation of natural hazard adaptation measures and
risk reduction initiatives. In the Himalayas, for example,
where climate change has significant implications for
water flows, with both hydric stress due to glacier reces-
sion and the threat of glacial lake outburst floods due to
warming temperatures, collaborative initiatives have
emerged between local populations, the state, and inter-
national organisations (Meenawat and Sovacool 2011).
Yet, as Orlove points out in this issue, the interaction
between a population’s acute knowledge of a place and
the knowledge of experts, particularly in relation to
impending hazards, does not always reflect adequate
consideration for local perspectives (see also Orlove 2009).

However, it should not be taken for granted that
local populations invariably adopt sustainable water
management practices. Increasingly bureaucratised and
commodified landscapes may push local ethical con-
siderations to the background. Moreover, in the face of
growing concerns over an uncertain future, including
water depletion and the sustainability of rural livelihoods
under various pressures to embrace a new economy, local
approaches to water do not necessarily translate into
conservative practices or mobilised responses to climate
change (see Gagné in this issue; Rasmussen in this
issue). As well, as much as multivocality characterises
places (Rodman 1992), divergent local perspectives on
water exist, as several articles in this issue demonstrate.

Last, scholars have demonstrated how representa-
tions of landscape, places, their natural resources, and
the people that inhabit them, albeit discursive in nature,
have concrete implications for local populations.l® These
depictions may in turn be used by organisations with
rhetoric that argues that communities impacted by
altered water flow due to climate change must find their
own solutions using their own local water management
knowledge — when in fact, ironically, they hardly, if at
all, contributed to the problems at hand (see Gagné in
this issue). Corporations, on the other hand, capitalise
on the lack of knowledge and uncertainty surrounding
the impacts of natural resource exploitation on under-
ground water to legitimise their activities (Willow in
this issue). In sum, as the changing flow of water trans-
forms landscape, different forms of knowledge encounter
one another. We suggest that the convergence of land
and water can become generative of conflicting and
diverging representations and forms of knowledge, which
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can in turn have detrimental implications for local
populations.

Explorations in Amphibious Anthropology

In mapping the relational space between land and water,
we aim to illuminate the ways in which their interaction
shapes the production and experience of place. Time
and movement, we argue, define this relational space.
Despite efforts to conceive of landscape as more than
a backdrop to culture and society, and of places as
“settings,” studies that give extensive consideration
to human engagement with landscapes in a context of
environmental change have only recently started to
emerge (see Barnes 2014; Cruikshank 2005; Rasmussen
2015; Willow 2011 for recent exceptions). The articles
assembled in this special issue are studying landscapes
that are redefined by water that is changing, either in
its flow or its quality. A focus on the movement of water
challenges any attempt to fix these landscapes in time.
This movement, in turn, intricately links the production
of place to the past, the present, and the future, real or
imagined. Last, our approach to an amphibious anthro-
pology seeks to highlight that the confluence of land
and water is also a site of convergence of different forms
of knowledge, a convergence that again influences the
production of place.

The amphi in amphibious implies connection and
encirclement. In our discussion, it denotes a landscape’s
ability to create links, its relationality, and its con-
nectivity. In the cases we present, the boundaries be-
tween land and water are not given or absolute since
their quality becomes relational. The interconnections
between land and water, as well as their mutual con-
stitution and coproduction, are fertile grounds for the
study of processes of imagination and cultural identity
that emerge amid the experience of specific places. The
root word bios connotes with life and, for the purposes
of our discussion, directs our attention to the ways in
which the interconnections described above shape
beings and livelihoods, entailing reflections on vulner-
abilities, dangers, and uncertainties. The collection of
articles presented in this issue may be seen as a series
of vignettes that illustrate the specificities of life at
the confluence of land and water or various amphibious
anthropologies.

Willow examines rich ethnographic material in dis-
cussing the impacts of water on the intimacy of domestic
space in the context of an expanding shale gas industry
in Ohio, United States. As fracking raises potential
health hazards of water consumption and knowledge on
the question is contested, people are forced to rethink
their relationship with the place they inhabit. In her con-
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tribution, Willow demonstrates how activities within the
land can “trouble” water in ways that go unnoticed by
scientific studies.

Khan, for her part, focuses on how the temporal
dimension of the interaction between land and water
unfolds in the cosmology of silt island settlers on the
Jamuna River in Bangladesh. Khan suggests a potential
link between the changing flow of the river and the
vanishing from local folklore of the mystical figures of
Khidr and Ganga Devi. Drawing particularly upon A. N.
Whitehead, the author traces the links between myth,
women’s material experience of the river, and the river
as a natural occurrence, thus opening up for a distinctive
interpretation the workings of climate change and the
changing nature of the river.

Focusing as well on a landscape increasingly defined
by water scarcity, Gagné argues that the increasing
presence of the Indian state in the region of Ladakh is
coming to redefine water management in high-altitude
communities in the Indian Himalayas. Gagné’s focus is
on glacier-related practices and how they shift along
with political processes transforming the region. Her
article highlights changing conceptualisations of places
and their implications for the way water is perceived
and known. The author’s central argument is that these
processes affect adaptation to water depletion in an era
of climate change.

Rasmussen’s contribution explores the evolution of
new ways of engaging with water and imagining the
future as they emerge from changes in the physical and
cultural landscape, as reflected by the widening figura-
tive and real gap between glaciers and highland dwellers
in the Andes. In discussing attempts to build water
infrastructures, the author highlights different ways of
engaging with and knowing water, examining their effects
on the production of place in its intimate connection to
imaginaries of the future.

Orlove’s contribution analyses the threat of glacial
lake outburst floods in Bhutan in the Himalayas. Through
an analysis of the 1994 and 2015 outbursts, his work
demonstrates how people think about and engage with
changes in their country. This raises questions about
the role of the state in the production of place, the rela-
tionship between technologies and knowledge, and the
ways in which water draws people and places together.

Last, in his intimate photo essay on pastoralists in
Mauritania, anthropologist and photographer Christian
Vium shows how these individuals find themselves and
their animals in a constant and increasingly confusing
and disorienting struggle to find water. The photos
document these movements for water across the desert
sands and trace the pastoralists as they ultimately end
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up in the dry shantytowns of capital city Nouakchott.
Here, they engage in a new way of navigating a land-
scape marked by the availability of water only in partic-
ular and highly intense sites.

In all of these cases — across different geographical
terrains and cultural contexts — water and land enter
into a relational process under broader political and
economic processes or global environmental changes
and either reconfigure places or impel people to think
them anew. We do not contend that the selection of
articles in this issue covers all of the possible ways land
and water can intermingle in the production of place.
The world today is increasingly redefined by global
climate change, neoliberal processes, and an increasingly
uneven global political economy that preys on natural
resources. We therefore wish for this special issue to be
a launch pad for the discussion and future integration
of cases of amphibious anthropologies to rethink the
implication of the confluence of land and water for the
experience of place and the livelihoods of communities.
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Notes

1 German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk has also proposed an
amphibious anthropology. Revisiting Heidegger, Sloterdijk
rethinks the human being as a creature that can readily
move between elements. Partly as a critique of the earth-
centrism of earlier philosophical approaches, he sees the
“human animal” as an “amphibious creature” with pro-
found ties to water: it can dive in and immerse itself, it
can build islands to seek for peace and protection, and it
can build bridges to connect and explore (ten Bos 2009).
The amphibious anthropology of Sloterdijk is essentially
philosophical rather than empirical and works on an
abstract level to describe conditions of being. This is not
the position we adopt. Our project is first and foremost an
empirical, anthropological, and ethnographic one as we use
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“amphibious anthropology” as a framework to understand
the specificities of the human dimensions of the production
of place where land and water meet.

For example, in Fredrik Barth’s (1996 [1959]) account of
political leadership in the Swat Valley, the limits to irriga-
tion have profound impacts on local political configura-
tions.

For instance, Clifford Geertz (1972, 37), in his classic com-
parison between the wet and the dry, between Bali and
Morocco, irrigated environments, in particular — and
human transactions with the environment more generally —
can be an apt starting point for socio-cultural analysis, just
like kinship, village politics, child raising, or ritual drama
can be. The human transactions with the environment —
with land and water — therefore become a lens through
which to understand cultural formations.

This also calls to mind more recent studies on the social
changes produced by new ways of dealing with water accord-
ing to shifting development paradigms. Wendy Espeland
(1998) documents contemporary rational, institutional, and
legal processes in Arizona in the wake of a dam construc-
tion threatening downstream lives and livelihoods; Akhil
Gupta (1998) shows the profound social and environmental
impacts of water management schemes in post-independence
India; David Mosse (2003) discusses the decline of tank
irrigation in south India by focusing on the role of institu-
tions and changing social orders; and in the Andes, Paul
Trawick (2003) traces the history of terracing and land-
scaping from the times of the Inca through the landed
estates (haciendas) to the present, showing how new con-
figurations of water management induced by state and
non-state actors profoundly impact village life.

While geographers debunked assumptions about regions
(Agnew and Duncan 1989; Nir 1990), anthropologists
developed critiques of places conceived as ethnographic
locales, as ideas (Appadurai 1988a, 1988b; Lawrence and
Low 1990), and as metonyms to speak for an entire area
(Fernandez 1988). These developments, as well as acknow-
ledgement of processes of globalisation and deterritorialisa-
tion have also led to a rethinking of how places are con-
stituted (Friedman 1994; Hannerz 1989), challenging the
idea that localities are the sole repositories of socio-
cultural production and leading ethnographers to rethink
notions of identity (Gupta and Ferguson 1997).

We use the concept of landscape and place casually in
order to describe socially constructed settings. We follow
Setha Low and Denise Lawrence-Zuaniga (2003, 16) in
seeing landscape as a productive concept “in accounting
for the social construction of place by imbuing the physical
environment with social meaning.”

Such perspectives have provided fertile analytical ground
for understanding “socio-natures” and “hydro-social cycles”
where worldviews, water practices, and water flows be-
come intimately interwoven (Boelens 2014). In different
but parallel ways in the tradition of science and technology
studies, studies of urban waterscapes in Mumbai (Anand
2011, 2012) and on the Panama Canal (Carse 2012), as
well as of attempts to claim the Egyptian Desert for agri-
culture (Barnes 2012), show how human technology and
ingenuity combine with non-human processes to produce
profound and often unintended changes in people’s liveli-
hoods and engagement with the environment.
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8 Erik Swyngedouw (1999) insists that the distribution of
water is historically contingent and relies not only on bio-
physical availability but also on institutional and cultural
arrangements related to water. Nature and culture, there-
fore, are deeply entwined. In this application, the concept
of waterscape explicitly links water and social power rela-
tions by showing how their convergence combines to pro-
duce uneven social, economic, and ecological arrangements
(see also Budds and Hinojosa 2012; Molle, Foran, and
Kakonen 2012).

9 Veronica Strang (2005b) has been a strong proponent of
an anthropology that seeks to understand how water is
culturally meaningful and, indeed, productive of meaning.
In her work on the Mitchell River in northern Australia,
she describes how cultural visions of water are encoded
with meaning connected with the production and repro-
duction of human society. She has done similar analytical
exercises across various settings in Australia (Strang 2009)
and in comparative perspective on Aboriginal Australia and
Dorset, England (Strang 2005a).

10 Based on empirical material from Aboriginal communities
in Australia, it has been argued that water places (such as
a watering hole or a wetland) are both concrete sites of
water in the landscape and symbolically dense sites of
meaning (Gibbs 2009, 2014; Toussaint 2008).

11 Time remains an elusive concept. Scholars have discussed
at length how space and time can be considered separately
for analytical purposes, but must be considered together,
as a unified space/time dyad, when we reflect on human ex-
perience (see Burton 1983; Hégerstrand 1975; Heidegger
1962).

12 This is a theme that has received considerable scholarly
attention (Basso 1996; Feld and Basso 1996; Kahn 1990;
Stewart and Strathern 2003)

13 This neat delineation should be treated with caution, how-
ever. Some authors have derided assumptions about the
compatibility of both forms of knowledge (Nadasdy 2003);
others have argued that they are mutually constitutive
(Agrawal 1995) and that they intermingle with one another
(Thornton and Scheer 2012). Importantly, local ideas
seldom appear to have the same power and agency as their
Western, expert counterparts in discourses about nature
(Arnold 2006, 8; Escobar 1996, 1999).

14 Conservation practices entail particular ways of knowing
water. To be sure, scientific systems have been harnessed
to the exploitation of natural resources, but they can just
as readily become the source of conservation practices
(Grove 1995), and expert knowledge does play a crucial, if
often ambiguous, role in the safeguarding of ecosystems
affected by climate change (Walley 2004).

15 For instance, in Tropics and the Travelling Gaze, David
Arnold (2006) argues that European representations of
landscape in early nineteenth-century India — in travel
narratives and botanical descriptions for example — were
a means through which the colonial empire consolidated
its power. Arnold’s key point is that these representations
informed a body of knowledge that underpinned subse-
quent interventions aimed at transforming and classifying
tropical forests, not only for use by the colonial power but
also for the development of science itself. See also Raffles
(2002).
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