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ABSTRACT
International rivers are conventionally understood as watercourses
that cross national boundaries, while borders themselves are taken
to be static and given – passive features over and across which
riparian processes unfold. Employing such straightforward fram-
ings of international rivers and borders, academic studies and
policy analyses of transboundary water governance perpetuate
problematic ideas about the relevant scales and actors involved
in international river conflicts and crises. Through a historical
examination of the Ganges River and the Indo-Bangladeshi border,
I introduce the ‘river-border complex’ as a new framework for
reconceptualizing international rivers and borders as synergistic,
co-constitutive and interdependent.
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Introduction

It has become popular practice in the transboundary water literature to note that 263
river basins cross national boundaries and that such waterbodies create unique chal-
lenges for the 145 countries whose territories sit partially or wholly within a trans-
boundary watershed (e.g. Giordano & Wolf, 2003; Rieu-Clarke, 2010; Schmeier, 2010;
Swain, 2012; Wolf, 2006; Wouters, 2013).1 An excerpt from a United Nations report
exemplifies this common refrain:

The existing 263 transboundary lake and river basins cover nearly one half of the Earth’s
land surface and account for an estimated 60 per cent of global freshwater flow. A total of
145 States include territory within such basins, and 30 countries lie entirely within them.
(UN Water, 2008, p. 1)

In addition to reproducing such figures, another conspicuous trend in this literature
is the unquestioned acceptance of the notion of the international river itself.2 The
concept is apparently so self-evident that definitions are in fact difficult to find. In his
authoritative text The Law of International Watercourses, environmental legal scholar
McCaffrey (2007, p. 34) writes, “The present work is concerned with the law of
international watercourses. Yet the ‘international watercourse system’ is a concept
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whose definition depends upon an understanding of the notion of the ‘watercourse
system’.” Tellingly, the subsequent explanation of ‘watercourse system’ reveals that
McCaffrey is more concerned with highlighting the importance of groundwater and
tributaries for water governance than with the features that make a watercourse system
international. Other sources that do define the term describe international rivers as
“freshwaters whose basins are situated within the borders of more than one state”
(Sadoff & Grey, 2002, p. 390) and “rivers shared by two or more countries” (Glassner &
Fahrer, 2003, p. 318).

There are significant implications of these ostensibly straightforward explanations that
warrant our consideration. These definitions inform us that international rivers exist only
by virtue of the fact that they traverse the boundaries that delimit states. In other words,
international rivers cannot exist without national borders. That international rivers are
conditional on the existence of a border compels the question: What is a border?

In the context of states, the term ‘border’ suggests an interface between political
entities or a line that demarcates the area of a country, but we can quickly apprehend
the slipperiness of the term by reflecting on our own experiences with borders. Doing
so, we see that borders are porous to some flows, e.g. financial instruments or informa-
tion, but exclusive to others, e.g. undesirable immigrants (Newman, 2001; Wonders,
2006); they operate in the virtual space of security software systems (Johnson et al.,
2011; Parker & Vaughan-Williams, 2009) and in the psychological space of border
crossers (Salter, 2008); and they may be encountered far from the geographic region of
the borderland at sites like airports and passport agencies (Balibar, 2002; Johnson et al.,
2011). These varied, fluid manifestations of the border have emerged from the impera-
tive for state powers “to reconcile security with mobility and sovereignty with econ-
omy” (Johnson et al., 2011, p. 64; see also Habermas, 1998). The protean nature of
security, mobility, sovereignty and economy, however, requires a concomitant elasticity
in bordering practices, which in turn augment the difficulty of defining borders
themselves.

French philosopher Étienne Balibar (2002, p. 76) assumes a hard stance, asserting
that attempts at definition are futile:

The idea of a simple definition of what constitutes a border is, by definition, absurd: to
mark out a border is, precisely, to define a territory, to delimit it, and so to register the
identity of that territory, or confer one upon it. Conversely, however, to define or identify
in general is nothing other than to trace a border, to assign boundaries or borders.. . . The
theorist who attempts to define what a border is is in danger of going round in circles, as
the very representation of the border is the precondition for any definition.

Taken together, we find that a landscape feature (international river) is defined in
relation to a political feature (border) that itself evades tidy definition. While such
semantic concerns highlight the social construction of international rivers and borders,
I do not raise them to suggest that these features are not real. Indeed, rivers and borders
present very tangible opportunities, threats and challenges to the people who encounter
them (Biggs, Miller, Hoanh, & Molle, 2009; Wonders, 2006). However, whereas borders
have been richly theorized and are increasingly recognized “not only as fixed territorial
lines, but also as social, spatial, and political constructs” (Newman, 2001, p. 139),
international rivers have not enjoyed the same degree of critical engagement.
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Similarly, critical geopolitics has done much to upend perceptions of states as fixed
and always already constituted. For instance, Agnew and Corbridge (1995, p. 5) write,
“There is nothing natural about a world simply divided up into territorial states and
their interactions with one another”, while Jones and Merriman (2012, p. 941) assert:
“National territories are not static backdrops to nationalist discourse and politics but,
rather, are contingent and dynamic entities.” But much like border studies, critical
geopolitics has failed to penetrate into mainstream international river governance
discourse (but see Sneddon & Fox, 2006; Norman & Bakker, 2009; Harris & Alatout,
2010; and Akhter, 2015 as examples of a growing critical water geographies literature).
Therefore, international rivers continue to be understood in simplistic terms, even as
their essential and myriad roles in society engender multiple meanings, values, uses and
practices (Linton & Budds, 2014; Orlove & Caton, 2010).

Dalby (1991, p. 274) argues that “we must not limit our attention to a study of the
geography of politics within pregiven, taken-for-granted, commonsense spaces, but
investigate the politics of the geographical specification of politics”. Applying this
tenet of critical geopolitics to the study of transboundary water governance, I contend
that only by unpacking the concept of ‘international river’ can we appreciate how the
political, physical and cultural factors that produced these watercourses historically
continue to shape our understandings of and social relations around such features
today. Unfortunately, the term ‘international river’ lends itself to common-sense
definitions that perpetuate the silencing and obfuscating of the borders, and by
extension the politics and violence that (re)produce them. To address this problem,
I propose the river-border complex as a conceptual framework for reconfiguring
international rivers and borders as synergistic and interdependent. Rather than com-
prising ‘pre-given, taken-for-granted, commonsense spaces’, the river-border complex
encompasses the individual agents (e.g. multilateral development banks, hydraulic
engineers), discrete events (e.g. border demarcation, treaty ratification) and ongoing
activities (e.g. data sharing, agriculture) that interact to structure socio-natural
dynamics, such as fisheries and navigation, within transboundary river contexts. The
river-border complex is a malleable concept for facilitating analyses of international
rivers not as watercourses that cross national borders but as synergistic interactions of
rivers and borders. This concept applies equally to transboundary rivers in all their
forms, in the recognition that rivers and borders may intersect once, or multiple
times, or even coincide.

Instead of employing straightforward definitions that portray international rivers as
an unproblematic fact, my goal is to reveal the processual, constructed and contested
nature of international rivers by tracing the historical events and political decisions that
produce these features. In so doing, I underscore “the usefulness of employing a critical
historical perspective to better understand challenges to contemporary water manage-
ment issues” (Biggs et al., 2009, p. 221). What follows is a historical examination of the
Ganges River and the Indo-Bangladeshi border using colonial records and Partition-era
documents obtained from the British Library in May 2014.3 My analysis is structured by
the questions: How did the Ganges become an international river? And how has
internationalization affected the management and flow of the river?

The article proceeds with a brief introduction to the political events that precipi-
tated the Partition of India in 1947. In the remaining sections, I discuss the
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implications of the Bengal border designation for contemporary management of the
Ganges River and present new historical evidence to settle a long practice of spec-
ulation and debate about the assignment of Muslim-majority Murshidabad District to
Hindu-based India. I argue that the Indo-Bangladeshi border and the Ganges River
cannot be adequately understood in isolation from one another. Where the border is
obscured in contemporary transboundary water governance discourse, the river-bor-
der complex approach makes explicit the role of the border within and upon the
international river. In closing, I make the case that the river-border complex is a
much-needed addition to existing frameworks, including hydro-hegemony and the
hydrosocial cycle.

Making states, making international rivers

“War made the state, and the state made war.” (Tilly, 1975, p. 42)

My study of international rivers begins with the Second World War. While a discussion
of WWII might appear tangential to an analysis of international rivers, 41 countries and
dozens of international rivers were created during the first two decades after the war.
Thus, WWII was instrumental to the present condition in which we collectively
recognize that “148 countries occupy 276 transboundary river basins”. As we will see
in South Asia, war made the state, and the state made international rivers.

It is a counter-intuitive yet remarkable fact that the Second World War and British
India were mutually transformative. Colonial India provided military, industrial and
financial support to the Allied campaign in the form of two and a half million volunteer
soldiers, massive production of materiel, and sizable cash donations. In turn, the war
helped galvanize those who had already begun agitating for a free and autonomous
state. Notably, the largest and most powerful political party of the day, the Indian
National Congress (Congress hereafter), made a bold bid for independence in August
1942. The so-called Quit India Movement was a response to Britain’s failure to meet
Congress’s demands in exchange for India’s assistance with the war effort. Although the
uprising was forcibly and swiftly quelled, the move further cemented a vision of
independence in people’s minds (Metcalf & Metcalf, 2012).

The war was instrumental to the independence movement beyond providing political
leverage. As a result of its large-scale and rapid development of industry and armed
forces, India assumed new military, economic and political influence, emerging from the
war as the fourth-largest industrial power in the world. In contrast, the global conflict left
Britain in fiscal and administrative crisis, unable to sustain its reign in South Asia or
elsewhere. Mutinies in the Indian armed services and a wave of communal violence after
the war provided additional impetus for Britain to cede power. Thus faced with wide-
spread political unrest and a beleaguered exchequer, the British government deployed a
cabinet mission to India in 1946 to strategize the transfer of power to Indian leadership.

Beyond the single detail of granting independence from British rule, other aspects of
the cabinet mission’s proposals for the configuration of the new Dominion of India and
its government were not so readily received. Disagreements between Congress and the
All-India Muslim League (the second-strongest political party) over how provinces
would be created and administered erupted into violent confrontations between
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Hindus and Muslims, neither of which could countenance the prospect of being
governed by the other. It has been reported, for example, that Muslim League president
Muhammad Ali Jinnah “asserted that Muslims would never submit and would rather
die than live together with Hindus under a constitution with one government” (British
Library India Office [BLIO], 1969, p. 9). Deadly clashes thus reinforced the structuring
of statehood negotiations around the issue of religion despite the myriad axes of
difference (e.g. class, language, customs) that existed in the culturally diverse and
complex colony (Metcalf & Metcalf, 2012; Van Schendel, 2009). Out of this antagonistic
social climate rose Viceroy of India Lord Mountbatten’s proposal of 3 June 1947 that
the issue of partition be decided according to representatives of Muslim and non-
Muslim majority districts in Bengal and Punjab, thus officially announcing the possi-
bility of transferring power to two successor governments, as opposed to one (BLIO,
1969). According to Mountbatten’s 3 June plan, demographic information, including
population and religious affiliation, was to be determined using data collected in the
1941 census. Such data would later prove to be problematic, as the Boundary
Commission chair (Cyril Radcliffe) would complain that the maps supplied were out
of date.

When the question of whether to partition Bengal came to a vote, the Muslim-
majority East Bengal Legislative Assembly voted strongly in favour of remaining united
(106–35). The smaller, Hindu-majority West Bengal Legislative Assembly, on the other
hand, decided 58–21 to divide Bengal. The disparity between the two halves of the
Bengal Legislative Assembly was predictable given the preceding decision by the entire
Assembly (126–90) that a united Bengal would constitute part of Pakistan and thereby
place the Hindu population under Muslim-majority rule (BLIO, 1947a, p. 138). Thus, it
was decided on 20 June 1947 that Bengal would be partitioned. While some anticipated
the inevitable social turmoil that would be wrought by severing the highly intercon-
nected region, it is unlikely that equivalent consideration was given to the rivers that
ran through it, though the impact of the border designation on the Ganges River and its
distributaries would be soon and keenly felt. One commentator notes: “When in 1947
East Pakistan (presently Bangladesh) was carved out of the Bengal and Assam provinces
of undivided India, religion was the sole determinant of demarcation of the boundary,
and physical-geographical considerations could hardly be of any significance” (Islam,
1990, pp. 19–20). Although Islam (1990) overstates the role of religion during the
border delineation, his comment points to the limited consideration accorded to the
impacts of geography on future social-political relations.

Border orders

With the decision to partition Bengal established, the next item of business was to
determine how the province would be divided and by whom. In his weekly dispatch to
the British Crown, Lord Mountbatten reported on 27 June 1947 that it was agreed at the
first Partition Council meeting that two Boundary Commissions would be formed to
determine the borders of partitioned Punjab and Bengal. With respect to the latter,
Mountbatten wrote, “The Boundary Commission is instructed to demarcate the bound-
aries of the two parts of Bengal on the basis of ascertaining the contiguous majority
areas of Muslims and non-Muslims. In doing so it will also take into account other
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factors” (BLIO, 1947a, p. 139). This formula appears to provide a straightforward
solution to a communal problem; however, the ambiguous concluding clause would
later prove to be among the most scrutinized statements of the Partition period, for
reasons that we will soon discover.

A second key outcome of the inaugural Partition Council meeting was the decision
to name Sir Cyril Radcliffe chairman of both Boundary Commissions. A barrister from
London, Radcliffe had never before set foot in South Asia, which at the time was
perceived as testament to his impartiality (Chatterji, 1999). However, the impossibly
narrow window of time that he was given to establish the borders ensured that his
understanding of the massive, complex and dynamic social-political landscape of India
would remain superficial. Radcliffe arrived in India on 8 July 1947 and departed on 17
August 1947. Within that five-week period, he had to contend with the gravest
concerns. In presenting the territorial assignment, which Radcliffe titled the Bengal
Award and completed on 12 August 1947, he wrote:

In my view, the demarcation of a boundary line between East and West Bengal
depended on the answers to be given certain basic questions which may be stated as
follows:

(1) To which State was the City of Calcutta to be assigned, or was it possible to adopt
any method of dividing the City between the two States?

(2) If the City of Calcutta must be assigned as a whole to one or other of the States,
what were its indispensable claims to the control of territory, such as all or part
of the Nadia River system or the Kulti rivers, upon which the life of Calcutta as a
city and port depended?

(3) Could the attractions of the Ganges-Padma-Madhumati river line displace the
strong claims of the heavy concentration of Muslim majorities in the districts of
Jessore and Nadia without doing too great a violence to the principle of our
terms of reference?

. . . After much discussion, my colleagues found that they were unable to arrive at an
agreed view on any of these major issues.. . . In the absence of any reconciliation on all
main questions affecting the drawing of the boundary itself, my colleagues assented to
the view at the close of our discussions that I had no alternative but to proceed to give
my own decision. (BLIO, 1947a, pp. 310–311)

A new country, a new river

Radcliffe did in fact provide his own decision, which he acknowledged was an imperfect
compromise. He wrote in a personal letter, “Nobody in India will love me for my award
about the Punjab and Bengal and there will be roughly 80 million people with a
grievance who will be looking for me” (quoted in Heward, 1994, p. 42). As Radcliffe
anticipated, reactions to the Bengal Award, although variable in scope, were unan-
imously condemning. Among the troublesome new realities on the ground was the
administration of 201 parcels of Bengali territory distributed over four regions and
between two countries. While these and other decisions of Radcliffe’s continue to spur
debate and analysis (Cons & Sanyal, 2013; van Schendel, 2005), the present discussion

WATER INTERNATIONAL 39



will proceed by considering just three outcomes of the award: the assignment of
Calcutta to India; the allocation of Murshidabad to India; and unilateral diversion of
the Ganges River at Farakka.

Calcutta

It is arguable that India would never have become the ‘jewel in the crown’ of the British
Empire had it not been for Calcutta. As the most important trading post of the colony,
Calcutta commanded an enormous hinterland that stretched from Varanasi, across the
Gangetic Plains, to the Brahmaputra in the north-east (Tan, 2007). The city connected
the prized commodities of this vast region (e.g. jute, tea, indigo, opium) with European
markets while also serving as the administrative and cultural capital of India from 1772
to 1911 (Begum, 1987; Tan, 2007). The British relocated the colonial capital to New
Delhi in December 1911, in part to temper a burgeoning nationalism in Calcutta
(Metcalf & Metcalf, 2012), but this move did little to diminish the value of the port
city as a cultural and commercial hub, especially in the eyes of Bengalis. This sentiment
is poignantly captured in a memorandum to Cyril Radcliffe, in which two representa-
tives of the Muslim League, making a case for Calcutta to go to Pakistan, wrote:

[Calcutta] is Bengal in miniature. It epitomizes the sum total of the life, talents, resources
and progress of Bengal and the State of Bengal. It has been the head and crown, the heart
and soul of Bengal, from 1757; the birth of the British Raj in India. (BLIO, 1947b, p. 2)

Therefore, the question of where to assign Calcutta, as Radcliffe quickly ascertained,
was of paramount importance to the Bengal Boundary Commission.

Calcutta was located in the Hindu-majority district of the 24 Parganas, and therefore
it would logically be assigned to India, according to the rubric of demarcating territory
by religious composition. However, the ambiguity around the “other factors” men-
tioned in the Boundary Commission’s mandate prompted the Muslim League to make
an ambitious bid for Calcutta on the basis of equitable division of economic assets
between East and West Bengal (BLIO, 1947b; Chatterji, 1999). Despite the league’s
attempt, the city and its associated district (24 Parganas) were awarded to West Bengal,
India (Figure 1).

Regardless of how Radcliffe arrived at this particular decision, the fate of Calcutta
could not be determined independently of the river network, given that the Hooghly
River was the city’s lifeline, connecting the port to the Ganges River and the hinterland
accessed therewith (Figure 2). Certainly, Radcliffe appreciated the significance of the
river systems for the viability of the Calcutta port (see Question 2, quoted above), but it
is unclear to what extent he was aware of the navigational issues that the rivers posed.

Stuart Elden (2013, p. 241) notes that while seventeenth-century legal philosopher
Hugo Grotius is best known for his seminal work on the international law of the sea, he
also posed important questions about the relationship between rivers and territory:
“Fundamentally, [Grotius] asks, if the course of a river changes, what about its
territory?” Unfortunately, Elden does not pursue this line of inquiry further, but I
propose that one answer comes to us in the form of the territorial disputes over
Murshidabad over two centuries later. We will see in this case that changes in river
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morphology irrevocably transformed understandings of and claims to territory in
Bengal.

Murshidabad

The Hooghly River was once the main distributary of the Ganges River (via the
Bhagirathi), but sometime in the early 1500s, the Ganges shifted away from the
Hooghly and assumed a south-easterly course to the Bay of Bengal via the Padma

Figure 1. District-level map of Bengal indicating the Radcliffe line (thick black line) and the expected
border (broken line) according to majority religious demographics. © The British Library Board, MSS
Eur D 768.
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River, which it has maintained to the present day (Figure 2). As a result, the Hooghly was
converted into a spill channel that would only convey water from the Ganges during
high-flow conditions (Begum, 1987). Nearly two hundred years later and with full
knowledge of this change in river morphology, the British proceeded to construct a
port at Calcutta in 1690 despite the Hooghly’s inconsistent water volume and a treacher-
ous approach to the port from the sea (Begum, 1987; Figure 2). The irregularity and
reduction in river flow supplying Calcutta has spawned centuries of navigational chal-
lenges all along the Hooghly River, chiefly due to progressive siltation of the riverbed.

Colonial administrative records dating from at least the early nineteenth century
indicate that navigational hazards, including shifting sand bars and drying rivers,
captured the attention of engineers, merchants and military officials alike. These
vested interests submitted numerous proposals to the government to mitigate such
hazards, variously petitioning for authorization and funds to dredge channels, con-
struct canals, relocate the Calcutta port, erect barrages, build river training structures
and even avoid the river altogether by building a railway link between Calcutta and
the coast. For instance, on 20 November 1821, Lieutenant John Augustus Schalch
submitted a plan to the Bengal Revenue Department to build a canal with locks

Figure 2. Present-day district map of West Bengal (lighter centre area) indicating the position of
Calcutta/Kolkata relative to the Hooghly and Ganges Rivers. Murshidabad District is a key site where
the Hooghly branches off from the Ganges. Surrounding areas of India are shaded in medium grey,
and dark grey areas indicate non-Indian territory. Source: Modified from a map produced by
NordNordWest/Wikipedia (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/de/legalcode).
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between the Ganges and Hooghly to keep access to Calcutta free from sand deposits
(BLIO, 1821).

During a cursory survey of India and Bengal Despatches and Revenue Department
logs at the British Library, I counted 14 separate proposals for river works on the
Ganges-Hooghly system submitted between 1821 and 1854; Crow, Lindquist, and
Wilson (1995) document an additional 10 proposals during 1853–1947. These schemes
were invariably rejected due to issues of cost, long construction times, extensive
maintenance, compensation to land owners for lost property, and risk of project failure.
In one such case, officers of the India Revenue Department denied a proposal to
construct a canal between the Hooghly and the Ganges on account of the “large outlay
. . . [of] (40,00,000) forty lacs of Rupees”, “difference of opinion regarding the predict-
ability of the works proposed”, and excessive time required, noting that the canal “could
not be completed probably under ten years” (BLIO, 1844, pp. 614–625).

The proposals may have failed to garner political and financial backing, but several
were productive in one respect: they contributed to the notion that the navigability of
the Hooghly River was deteriorating and that such decline was necessarily connected to
the flows of the Nadia rivers (Bhagirathi, Jalangi, Bhairab and Mathabhanga), upon
which the Hooghly depended for its supply of Ganges River water (Crow et al., 1995).
Three reports dating from 1919, 1939 and 1946, respectively, on the issue of navigability
all concluded that reduced spill-water from the Ganges into the Nadia river system was
causing deterioration of the Hooghly, which could be remedied by improving the
headwater supply of the Hooghly (Crow et al., 1995). The logic was that increased
headwater flows would effectively flush accumulated silt from the Hooghly and thereby
avert its demise. Certainly, the lower reaches of the Hooghly had required consistent
dredging since 1906, but there was no evidence of actual deterioration (Crow et al.,
1995). Even in the absence of a definitive connection between headwater flows and
downstream sedimentation, these studies advocated either dredging or diverting water
into the Nadia rivers, the most important of which, the Bhagirathi, originates in the
Muslim-majority district of Murshidabad.

At the northern end of Murshidabad District, the Bhagirathi River branches off of
the Ganges River, flows through the centre of Murshidabad, and then becomes the
Hooghly River upon entering Hooghly District, eventually flowing into Calcutta
(Figure 2). The commercial interests in Bengal invoked the three navigation studies
in convincing the provincial government leadership that prophylactic measures must be
taken to circumvent any potential deterioration of the Hooghly (Crow et al., 1995).
Given the course of the Bhagirathi River, this commitment to hydrological intervention
rendered Murshidabad District inseparable from any discussion of the continued
viability and success of Calcutta as a city and port. Therefore, during Partition,
Congress maintained not only that Calcutta belonged in India but that Murshidabad,
too, must be awarded to India, even at the expense of forfeiting Khulna (a large Hindu
majority district) to Pakistan (Chatterji, 1999). Though it is unclear whether Radcliffe
was aware of the Hooghly’s condition, this is in fact precisely the arrangement he
decided upon when he assigned Khulna to Pakistan and Murshidabad to India
(Figure 1).
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Farakka

The distribution of religious groups in British India was such that no territorial division
would have left all the rivers as national entities. Once it was established that British
India would be partitioned along communal lines, the creation of some number of
border-crossing rivers was therefore inevitable. However, when Radcliffe allocated
Muslim-based Murshidabad to Hindu-dominated India, he conferred on India unfet-
tered control of the Ganges River along its entire length, from its headwaters in
Uttarakhand to its mouth at the Bay of Bengal (via the Hooghly). Thus, the nascent
government of India governed the river as a domestic watercourse, and did so with
minimal resistance from the central Pakistani government, preoccupied as it was with
securing water from the Indus Rivers, claiming territory in Kashmir, and acquiring
foreign aid (Hossain, 1998; Tiwary, 2006; van Schendel, 2009). Even during Partition,
Mountbatten observed the disparity in attention afforded to the two enclaves of
Pakistan: “The Muslim League High Command themselves take a good deal less interest
in East Bengal than in Western Pakistan and I am afraid East Bengal is at the bottom of
the priority list” (BLIO, 1947c, p. 169).

The issue of siltation was taken up again in 1952 when a group of esteemed Indian
hydrology experts examined the results of experimental models of the Hooghly and Calcutta
Port. Although the evidence was inconclusive, the committee determined that deterioration
was occurring and could be attributed to reduced water supply to the Bhagirathi (Crow
et al., 1995). The resultant report formed the basis for the Indian government’s unilateral
decision in 1960 to proceed with construction of the Farakka Barrage, a 2.25 km-long
structure used to divert 40,000 cusecs (cubic feet per second) of water during the dry season
(January–May) from the Ganges into the Bhagirathi-Hooghly (Figure 2). This is the volume
that was established as necessary to counteract sedimentation of the Hooghly River.

Pakistan pursued negotiations with India as soon as the project was formally
announced in January 1961. Although 10 meetings were held over the course of the
decade, India limited discussions to technical issues, and binational exchanges never
advanced to the ministerial level (Begum, 1987). Indeed, though the Ganges River
supplied water to a full 37% of East Pakistan, it was not until 1970 that India formally
acknowledged that the Ganges was an international river and as such would need to be
shared (Hossain, 1998). The following year, East Pakistan gained independence from
West Pakistan, and the river-sharing problem became one for the new state of
Bangladesh to assume. Early signs of accord between India and Bangladesh, including
the 1972 Treaty of Friendship, were soon replaced by disagreements on how to meet
both countries’ dry-season water demands and what water volume to allot to
Bangladesh (Begum, 1987; Hossain, 1998).

More than two decades of disputes followed the commissioning of Farakka Barrage
in 1975, which had immediate, large-scale and deleterious effects on the industry, food
production, transportation and communication systems, and ecology of Bangladesh
(Adel, 2001; Begum, 1987; Crow et al., 1995). In 1996, the two countries finally
managed to negotiate a 30-year treaty that regulates dry-season sharing of the Ganges
River from Farakka. However, discord over the Farakka Barrage persists to this day due
to ongoing water crises in Bangladesh and the negligible degree to which the diversion
has alleviated the Hooghly’s navigation problems (Thomas, 2015).
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Setting the river, setting the record

In light of the manifest departure of the Radcliffe Line from the mandated rubric of
demarcating territory according to religious majority, as well as the profound conse-
quences this action had for East Pakistan, Radcliffe came under intense scrutiny, which
he deflected by appealing to the immense pressures of exigency and imperfect data
(Crow et al., 1995). In particular, it has been a standing question whether Radcliffe used
the clause of “other factors” to include the hydrology of the Ganges river network in his
deliberations on the border. As recently as 2009, a historian of South Asia wrote:

The Boundary Commission allocated considerable non-Muslim-majority areas to Pakistan
. . . and, conversely, allocated Muslim-majority areas such as Murshidabad to India. The
members of the Boundary Commission never explained or justified these anomalies.
Historians assume, however, that one reason for Murshidabad – whose population was
57 per cent Muslim – to be awarded to India was an attempt to keep the port of Kolkata
linked to the Ganges/Bhagirathi river system serving its hinterland. (van Schendel, 2009,
pp. 99–100)

There has also been speculation that Radcliffe simply caved to pressure from
influential leaders in West Bengal, who we saw earlier were resolute about
Murshidabad’s assignment to India (Chatterji, 1999). But a government memorandum
written for the India and Burma Committee of the British cabinet offers somewhat
more tangible evidence of Radcliffe’s intent:

In the Presidency Division, the Murshidabad District (containing 927,747 Moslems and
648,987 Hindus) goes from East to West Bengal and the Nadia and Jessore Districts are
both divided between the two Provinces instead of going entirely to East Bengal. These
changes are designed to leave to West Bengal control over Calcutta’s river system. (quoted
in Crow et al., 1995, p. 79)

Despite the unequivocal explanation provided therein, Crow and his co-authors con-
sider the finding inconclusive, later explaining:

It is clear from the drafts in the file that this explanatory note was inserted by Mr.
Rumbold, Under-Secretary of State, in a draft by E.W.R. Lumby. Rumbold may have
done no more than provide his own interpretation of Radcliffe’s Award. (p. 248)

It appeared that this would be the last word on the subject, given that Radcliffe
destroyed all his records upon his departure from India (Heward, 1994). However, my
archival work revealed that in 2000 the British government quietly declassified a
Research Department memorandum entitled “The Origins of the Frontier between
India and East Pakistan”. The 42-page report outlines the history of British presence
in South Asia, the evolution of the idea of a separate Muslim state, various proposals for
Pakistan, the formation of the Boundary Commissions, the Radcliffe Award, and the
territorial disputes that ensued. Most importantly, it provides a definitive explanation
for the assignment of Murshibad to India:

Murshidabad district was awarded to India. The total population was 1,640,530, of whom
927,747 were Muslim and only 684,987 were Hindu. Radcliffe awarded this district (despite
its Muslim majority) to West Bengal so that it could control the rivers on which the life of
Calcutta as a city and port depended. The award was therefore in India’s favor. (BLIO,
1969, p. 12)
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The next section of the report further corroborates Rumbold’s note. It explains the
division of the Muslim-majority districts Nadia and Jessore between India and Pakistan
as also intended to confer on India control over the rivers that supported Calcutta (pp.
12–13).

In conclusion, the Bengal border was nominally demarcated along communal lines,
but in practice natural resources (rivers) and culturally and economically important
sites (ports, cities) figured just as prominently in the decision making as did census
data. Radcliffe alludes to this very calculus in his presentation of the Bengal Award on
12 August 1947:

I have done what I can in drawing the line to eliminate any avoidable cutting of railway
communications and of river systems, which are of importance to the life of the province:
but it is quite impossible to draw a boundary under our terms of reference without causing
some interruption of this sort. (BLIO, 1947a, p. 312, emphasis added)

By directly influencing the placement of the border and representing a lifeline for the
commercial and cultural life of Calcutta, the Ganges became a case in which “water
internalizes social relations and politics, as opposed to being merely the object of
politics” (Linton & Budds, 2014, p. 171).

The river-border complex

Contra available definitions that treat international rivers as an unproblematic fact, this
historical analysis reveals their processual, constructed and contested nature by tracing
the political, social, economic and physical contingencies that attend their creation and
persistence. The fact that national borders and international rivers determine one
another demands that we reconceptualize international rivers as synergistic, multi-
faceted and ongoing interactions between rivers and borders. I therefore offer the
river-border complex as a framework and method for understanding riparian dynamics
across multiple spatial and temporal scales.

I define ‘river-border complex’ as the constellation of individual agents, discrete
events and ongoing activities that interact to structure socio-natural dynamics (e.g.
resource access, exposure to hazards, navigation) in transboundary river contexts.
Defined as such, the river-border complex provides a flexible framework for approach-
ing transboundary river problems without presupposing the relevant scales, actors, or
processes for examination. The river-border complex approach thus serves several
useful functions. By accounting for individual agents and ongoing activities perceived
to lie outside the realm of transboundary water governance, it denaturalizes several
taken-for-granted assumptions that prevail in the field, which treat, for example,
international borders and rivers as separate (Pigram, 2006; Wolf, 2006; see also
Thomas, 2015), the state as the locus of power (Norman & Bakker, 2009; Sneddon,
2002), and the river basin or watershed as the undisputed scale of analysis (Orlove &
Caton, 2010; Warner, Wester, & Bolding, 2008). Doing so opens up new apertures for
researchers “to theorize and empirically substantiate the processes through which
particular socio-hydrological configurations become produced that generate inequitable
socio-hydrological conditions” (Swyngedouw, 2009, p. 57). Also, in international hydro-
politics there has been an overwhelming focus on conflict and cooperation between
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riparian states (e.g. Berardo & Gerlak, 2012; De Stefano, Edwards, De Silva, & Wolf,
2010; Frey, 1993; Hensel, Mitchell, & Sowers, 2006; Leb, 2014; LeMarquand, 1976;
Toset, Gleditsch, & Hegre, 2000; Wouters, 2013). Without diminishing the importance
of these concerns, the river-border complex allows analysis of factors beyond state–state
interactions over water (e.g. border controls, foreign development aid) that measurably
influence social relations and hydrological dynamics in transboundary water contexts
(Thomas, 2015).

But is there truly room or need for yet another instrument in this already clamorous
field? To be sure, powerful frameworks have emerged in the past decade that speak to
the important realities of, inter alia, multiple scales of conflict beyond state–state
interactions (the “critical hydropolitics” of Sneddon & Fox, 2006); asymmetrical
power dynamics between riparian states (the “framework for hydro-hegemony” of
Zeitoun & Warner, 2006); the simultaneity of conflict and cooperation in transbound-
ary water systems (the “Transboundary Waters Interaction NexuS (TWINS)” of
Zeitoun & Mirumachi, 2008); the tight coupling between dynamic human and water
systems (the “socio-hydrology” of Sivapalan, Savenije, & Blöschl, 2012); and, similarly,
the dialectical relationship between social relations and the production of water (the
“hydrosocial cycle” of Linton & Budds, 2014).

The river-border complex makes a valuable addition to our conceptual repertoire by
addressing two significant lacunae in existing frameworks. First, as their names suggest,
the analytic concepts mentioned above focus on water, but rivers are more than water,
and the governance of transboundary rivers entails exerting control over more than
water as a physical substance. In addition to water, pollutants, cargo traffic, fish,
sediments, kinetic energy and other river-based flows also crucially influence riparian
relations. As I detail elsewhere, non-water flows along international rivers are as bound
to borders and bordering processes (e.g. customs, policing, monitoring) as they are to
the channels along which they are conveyed (Thomas, 2015). The river-border complex
expands the attention that socio-hydrology and the hydro-social cycle bring to the
social and political nature of water by applying this awareness to all river-based flows.
Accordingly, tangible and intangible flows along international rivers are recognized as
part of the same set of integrated socio-natural processes rather than as separate areas
of concern. An examination of the flows of people and hydrological data revealed, for
example, that the Indo-Bangladeshi border is exercised at multiple points along the
Ganges River and mediates both water and non-water flows throughout the basin, a
finding that elucidates how uneven power relations between India and Bangladesh
become reproduced (Thomas, 2015). The river-border complex approach thus illumi-
nates the composition, structure and outcomes of water and non-water river flows,
which are of equal and growing importance in riparian systems.

The river-border complex addresses a second key issue, in which crises along a
transboundary river are overwhelmingly understood as conflicts between co-riparian
actors (e.g. hydro-hegemony, Mirumachi’s TWINS matrix). As one case in point, India
and Bangladesh signed a bilateral treaty in 1996 to coordinate monitoring and sharing
of the Ganges River. The fact that hydrological crises in Bangladesh have persisted
despite the agreement has served as a basis for demands for greater international
cooperation with India (e.g. Rahaman, 2009). However, recent research revealed that
flood management and agricultural intensification programs underwritten by
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multilateral development banks and foreign aid agencies engender cycles of crop loss,
groundwater and soil salinization, diminished fisheries and impeded navigation that are
superficially indistinguishable from the effects of unilateral water withdrawals in India
(Thomas, 2015). Though projects administered by the World Bank, USAID and
analogous institutions have drastically transformed the hydroscape of Bangladesh,
legalistic and technocratic transboundary water governance schemes fail to account
for the actions and influence of such non-riparian actors. The river-border complex
therefore exemplifies a critical hydropolitics approach by explicitly accounting for the
multiple scales and actors that constitute water politics, while simultaneously extending
it by providing an “alternative imagining of river basins” (Sneddon & Fox, 2006, p. 184)
that underscores the role of borders in structuring riparian relations.

Conclusion

Despite decades of robust scholarly engagement with international rivers and aquifers,
few studies have questioned the nature or existence of the borders that define and
structure these hydrological features. Some recent projects imaginatively interrogate
scenarios such as “water without borders” (Norman, Cohen, & Bakker, 2013), “water
beyond borders” (http://www.waterbeyondborders.net) and “water after borders”
(http://www.waterafterborders.org), but explicit examination of borders remains a
minority concern in the realm of transboundary water governance. A parallel assertion
has been made about the insufficient attention to the broader relationship between
nature and borders:

The history of territorial borders is replete with examples of how nature was invoked or
appropriated to justify the determination, use and functions of borders, yet this complex
relationship between nature and borders has not received adequate attention in border
studies and research on society and nature. (Ramutsindela, 2015, p. 135)

In the foregoing analysis, I have attempted to address this lacuna by initiating a new
kind of scholarly engagement with international rivers, to re-envision international
rivers analogously with the reframing of borders in border studies and the reconcep-
tualization of states in critical geopolitics. In essence, I have called for scholars and
practitioners of transboundary water governance to foreground the political, social,
economic and physical contingencies that attend the creation and persistence of inter-
national rivers. Though there were resounding calls starting in “the late 1990s for more
attention to borders as the sum of social, cultural, and political processes, rather than
simply as fixed lines” (Johnson et al., 2011, p. 61), there has been a remarkable silence
on this front with respect to international rivers.

Jones and Merriman (2012, p. 941) suggest: “If, as Brubaker (2004, p. 11) argues, we
should think of nations and other groups in ‘relational, processual, dynamic, eventful,
and disaggregated terms’, then the spaces and territories aligned with nations should
also be viewed in such terms.” As we have seen, borders and rivers constitute such
“spaces and territories”, intimately bound up as they are in national identities and
claims within Bengal. This is consistent with Chatterji’s (1999, p. 189) assessment that
while Partition was executed to fulfil communal demands for autonomy and self-
determination, “territorial questions were paramount”. I therefore offer the river-border
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complex as a framework for thinking of international rivers in “relational, processual,
dynamic, eventful, and disaggregated terms”. I define ‘river-border complex’ as the
network of individual agents, discrete events and ongoing activities that interact to
structure socio-natural dynamics in transboundary river contexts. The present study
demonstrates one application of the approach by tracing the internationalization of the
Ganges River.

Drawing upon British colonial records, it is evident that the Ganges River became a
transboundary watercourse not in the single moment of Partition, but over a period of
centuries and through a combination of physical, economic, political and cultural
factors. This is not to suggest a teleological progression whereby the internationaliza-
tion of the Ganges was inevitable – quite the opposite. The development of the Ganges
as an international river was an extremely contingent one that hinged on an inter-
connected suite of events, actions and decisions over a five-hundred-year period.

The process began in the 1500s when a major shift in river course transformed the
Hooghly from the main distributary of the Ganges River into a seasonally fed spill
channel. Nearly two hundred years later, aggressive growth in British imperial trade
motivated the establishment of a major port city on the banks of the Hooghly River.
Although the river had long posed challenges to navigation, sedimentation became
increasingly problematic throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
prompting a number of proposals to ensure the continued functioning of the river
and port. Finally, colonial administration of Bengal during the early 1900s contributed
to the communalization of social conflicts and the establishment of political parties
organized by religion, parties that would later vote for the partition of the province. It
was this complex physical and social landscape that Radcliffe encountered in July 1947
and which ultimately set a new course for the Ganges as an international river.

The river-border complex approach reveals that the Ganges is not just socially and
politically constructed as an international river, but that the Ganges River and the Indo-
Bangladeshi border cannot be adequately understood in isolation from each other.
Indeed, they are co-constitutive. The river figured prominently in the original delinea-
tion of the border, and because it comprises 129 km of the border itself, it continues to
structure the border’s form and function. In turn, the river is understood and managed
as an international watercourse through the enactment of the border and subsequent
claims by Pakistan (and later Bangladesh) to a share of the water. Where prevailing
scholarship treats international rivers as faits accomplis, the river-border complex
makes explicit their social construction and processual nature, thus providing an
analytical tool that “subverts the discursive practices of conventional politics, calling
into question all the silences and taken-for-granted constructions on which they are
based” (Dalby, 1991, p. 269).

In describing how the river-border complex builds upon established and emerging
concepts, I have also exhibited its utility as a method for identifying what entities and
processes structure socio-natural dynamics in transboundary riparian settings. Rather
than advocate a particular unit of analysis (e.g. river basin) or set of actors (‘stake-
holders’ within a river basin), the relevant agents, events and activities must emerge
from the particular system under consideration. The river-border complex provides a
valuable tool for recognizing what entities and processes underpin unjust and
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unsustainable riparian dynamics instead of anticipating the importance of prespecified
actors at predetermined scales – a method, in other words, for seeing without looking.

Notes

1. While earlier studies counted 261 transboundary river basins (Bernauer, 2002; Tiwary, 2006;
Wolf, 1998), the United Nations now places the figure at 276 basins that supply water to 148
countries (http://www.unwater.org/water-cooperation-2013).

2. The absence of a widely accepted definition may also be attributed in part to the difficulty of
reaching consensus on terminology. Grey and Sadoff (2003, p. 91) have observed that at UN
meetings “the word international is objected to by many, since ‘international waters’ imply
they do not belong to anybody.. . . Common approaches should be used. Unfortunately, no
common approaches are often the case.” Debate at international meetings has done little to
curb usage of the term, which has been published in at least 103 academic articles during the
five-year period 2010–2014 (according to the Web of Science in a search for ‘international
river’).

3. The BLIO (British Library India Office) citations throughout this text refer to the documents
that I accessed during this period of archival research.
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