
The River Basin as Sovereign 
Space:  Partition and Nature



The River Basin as a 
Product of Nature, 

Science, and Imagination



The River Basin Concept

“The idea of the river basin is more than a mere 
engineering concept allowing water resources to 
be harnessed for the common good…. With 
frequent borrowings from the natural sciences, 
[it] has been associated with attempts to justify 
‘ideal’ or ‘natural’ limits, political, managerial, or 
otherwise…”

--Francois Molle, “River-basin Planning and Management:  The 
Social Life of a Concept” (2009)



Pre-20th c. Indus Basin History:
Localism & Regionalism



Quote from S. L. Jacob, Chief Engineer, 
Punjab, to Indian Irrigation Commission, 

1901

(1) “Let there be greater boldness in attacking the 
problems to be solved, and let these be taken up in a 
broader manner than has yet been done

(2) Inundation canals must be supplied from weirs…

(3) Use every drop of available water as far as 
possible…

(4) Every bit of land which needs water to be irrigated if 
possible, even if the schemes be costly…”



Chenab Canal Colony – Opened 1892



TRIPLE CANAL 
PROJECT

Completed 1915
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Partition, 1947



India:  The Basin and the Struggle for 
Sovereignty

Bhakra Dam



Bhakra Dam/Rajasthan Canal



Sovereign 
Power:  

Replication of 
Canal Colonies



Managing the Eastern River “System”

1955 INTERSTATE WATER AGREEMENT
• Rajasthan 8.00 Million Acre-Feet (MAF)
• Punjab 7.20 MAF 
• Jammu and Kashmir 0.65 MAF

1981 INTERSTATE WATER AGREEMENT
• Rajasthan 8.60 Million Acre-Feet (MAF)
• Punjab 4.22 MAF 
• Haryana 3.50 MAF
• Jammu and Kashmir 0.65 MAF



Provincial Conflict:
Sutlej-Yamuna Link 

Canal



Center and Province: Rajasthan Canal Renamed



The Ravi, Beas and Sutlej have, even in their most 
playful abundance, never cultivated any riparian 
relationship with Haryana or Rajasthan….  The 
common denominator of Punjabi identity, 
associated with the very name ‘five rivers,’ is the 
silvery wreath of its rivers which embraces Punjab 
in its sweet hug.”

--Gurdev Singh, “Scramble for Punjab Waters” 

The Lost River Basin as Sovereign Claim
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Pakistan:  The Sovereignty of the 
People and the Sovereignty of Nature

Reconstructing the River 
Basin after Partition

•







Begun 1948; Completed 1956

Bambanwala-
Ravi-Bedian-
Dipalpur
Canal





The “Ghazi”        
Canal 



West Pakistan “must be welded into one unit, and all 
artificial provincial boundaries removed, regardless 
of any prejudices to the contrary, which are more 
the creation of politicians than real. …Lying as it 
does in the basin of the Indus river and its 
tributaries,” West Pakistan’s “future economic 
development must now be considered as a whole.”  

--Gen. Muhammad Ayub Khan, supporting the Creation of “One 
Unit” in West Pakistan

The River Basin & Authoritarian Rule



The Indus Basin Project and WAPDA



Chashma-Jhelum Link Canal







Sindh and the Chashma-Jhelum Link

“They  [the leaders of Punjab] were laying a death-trap for 
catching and enslaving the mighty Indus, the world-famous Lion 
River and for thus desertifying and destroying their century-long 
adversary, Sindh…  After completing the lawless 
misappropriation of all the waters of all the five Punjab rivers, 
the Indus tributaries, they straight-away proceeded to loot and 
plunder the waters of the Indus the last remaining source of the 
life of the lower riparian Sindh, through the construction of link 
canals. Ostensibly constructed for conveying only surplus waters 
of Indus to Punjab canals, [these were] known in Sindh as 
‘robber canals’, intensifying the desertification of Sindh which 
has now reached alarming proportions.”

---Rasul Bux Palijo, Sindhi lawyer & author, 2003





State, Nature and Sovereign 
Authority


