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An Environmental History of India

India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh contain one-fifth of humanity, are
home to many biodiversity hot spots, and are among the nations most
subject to climatic stresses. By surveying their environmental history, we
can gain major insights into the causes and implications of the Indian
subcontinent’s current conditions. This accessible new survey begins
roughly 100 million years ago, when continental drift moved India from
the South Pole and across the Indian Ocean, forming the Himalayan
Mountains and creating monsoons. Coverage continues into the twenty-
first century, taking readers beyond independence from colonial
rule. The new nations of India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh have
produced rising populations and have stretched natural resources,
even as they have become increasingly engaged with climate change.
To understand the region’s current and future pressing issues, Michael
H. Fisher argues that we must engage with the long and complex
history of interactions among its people, land, climate, flora, and
fauna.

Michael H. Fisher is Danforth Professor of History, Emeritus, at
Oberlin College in Ohio. He is the author of numerous books, including
Mugration: A World History (2013) and A Short History of the Mughal
Empire (2015).
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New Approaches to Asian History

This dynamic new series publishes books on the milestones in Asian
history, those that have come to define particular periods or to mark
turning points in the political, cultural, and social evolution of the
region. The books in this series are intended as introductions for
students to be used in the classroom. They are written by scholars
whose credentials are well established in their particular fields and who
have, in many cases, taught the subject across a number of years.

Books in the series

1 Judith M. Brown, Global South Asians: Introducing the Modern
Diaspora
2 Diana Lary, China’s Republic

3 Peter A. Lorge, The Asian Military Revolution: From Gunpowder to
the Bomb

Ian Talbot and Gurharpal Singh, The Partition of India

5 Stephen F. Dale, The Muslim Empires of the Ottomans, Safavids, and
Mughals

6 Diana Lary, The Chinese People at War: Human Suffering and Social
Transformation, 1937—-1945

7  Sunil S. Amrith, Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia

8 Thomas David DuBois, Religion and the Making of Modern East
Asia

9  Susan L. Mann, Gender and Sexuality in Modern Chinese History

10 Tirthankar Roy, India in the World Economy: From Antiquity to the
Present

11 Robin R. Wang, Yinyang: The Way of Heaven and Earth in Chinese
Thought and Culture

12 Li Feng, Early China: A Social and Cultural History

13 Diana Lary, China’s Civil War: A Social History, 1945—-1949
14 Kiri Paramore, Japanese Confucianism: A Cultural History
15 Robert Peckham, Epidemics in Modern Asia

16  Craig Benjamin, Empires of Ancient Eurasia: The First Silk Roads
Era, 100 BCE - 250 CE

17 John W. Chaffee, The Muslim Merchants of Premodern China:
The History of a Maritime Asian Trade Diaspora, 750-1400

18 Michael H. Fisher, An Environmental History of India: From Earliest
Times to the Twentry-First Century

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107111622
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-11162-2 — An Environmental History of India
Michael H. Fisher

Frontmatter

More Information

An Environmental History
of India

From Earliest Times to the Twenty-First
Century

Michael H. Fisher
Oberlin College

! CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107111622
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-11162-2 — An Environmental History of India
Michael H. Fisher

Frontmatter

More Information

- CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 8EA, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi — 110025, India
103 Penang Road, #05-06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment,
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107111622

DOI: 10.1017/9781316276044
© Michael H. Fisher 2018

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take
place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2018
A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data

Names: Fisher, Michael Herbert, 1950— author.

Title: An environmental history of India : from earliest times to the twenty-first
century / Michael H. Fisher.

Description: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY : Cambridge
University Press, 2018. | Series: New approaches to Asian history ; 18 |
Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2018021693 | ISBN 9781107111622 (Hardback) | ISBN
9781107529106 (Paperback)

Subjects: LCSH: India — Environmental conditions. | Human ecology — India —
History. | Nature — Effect of human beings on — India — History.
Classification: LCC GE160.14 F59 2018 | DDC 304.20954-dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018021693

ISBN 978-1-107-11162-2 Hardback
ISBN 978-1-107-52910-6  Paperback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence
or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this
publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will
remain, accurate or appropriate.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107111622
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-11162-2 — An Environmental History of India
Michael H. Fisher

Frontmatter

More Information

Contents
List of Figures page vii
List of Maps viil
Preface and Acknowledgments ix
1 Introduction 1

2 Locating and Shaping India’s Physical Environment and
Living Populations 11

3 Indus and Vedic Relationships with Indian Environments
(c. 3500 BCE — c. 600 BCE) 32

4 The Environment and Forest-Dweller, Late Vedic, Hindu,
Jain, Buddhist, and Dravidian Cultures, Societies, and States

(c. 600 BCE —c. 800 CE) 49
5 Insiders, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Immigrants, and the

Environment (c. 700 — c. 1600) 77
6 The Mughal Empire (1526-1707) 93

7 Mughal Imperial Fragmentation, Regional State Rise,
Popular Environmental Movements, and Early British

Colonial Policies and Institutions (c. 1700-1857) 115
8 The British Raj, “Mahatma” Gandhi, and Other Anti-
Colonial Movements (1857-1947) 135
9 West and East Pakistan and India following Independence
(1947-71) 163
10 India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh from Stockholm to Rio
(1971-92) 195
v

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107111622
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-11162-2 — An Environmental History of India
Michael H. Fisher

Frontmatter

More Information

vi Contents

11 India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh into the Twenty-First
Century 222

12 National, Subcontinental, and Global Issues in South Asia 248

Bibliographical Essay 257
References 264
Index 283

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781107111622
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-11162-2 — An Environmental History of India
Michael H. Fisher

Frontmatter

More Information

Figures

2.1 The Himalayas, Alps, and Rocky Mountains page 15
3.1a and 3.1b Clay impressions from Indus seals 38
3.2 Vedic sacrificial site plan 46
4.1 Vedic model of the cosmos 52
4.2 Water desiltation system (Sringaverapura, c. first

century BCE) 53
5.1 Underground water channeling, ganat, karez, or

surangam 84
6.1 Emperor Jahangir hunting, by Muhammad Nasir

al-Munshi, 1600-04 (Allahabad period). Courtesy

Los Angeles County Museum of Art (M.83.137),

www.LACMA.org 104
7.1 Image of the government opium warehouse, Patna,

Bihar, from The Graphic, 656 (June 24, 1882), p. 640.

Photograph: DEA / Biblioteca Abrosiana / Getty Images 130

7.2 The manufacture of opium in India, from Bourne and
Shepherd (1899), The Queen’s Empire: A Pictorial and
Descriprive Record, vol. 2 (Cassell) 131

8.1 Growth of railway track under the British Raj 142

11.1 Population in South Asia, overall and by nation 223
12.1 Graveyard of ships, Chittagong, Bangladesh.
Photograph: Rez Click / Moment / Getty Images 252

12.2 Ship-breaking yards of Bangladesh through the foggy and
toxic atmosphere. Photograph: SUC / E+ / Getty Images 253

vii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107111622
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-11162-2 — An Environmental History of India
Michael H. Fisher

Frontmatter

More Information

Maps

2.1 Geography of the Indian subcontinent
2.2 Major watersheds and macroregions
3.1 The Indus civilization

4.1 India at the time of Ashoka Maurya (r. 268-231 BCE)

4.2 Inset of Magadha and Mauryan heartland
5.1 India c. 700 to c. 1200

6.1 India at the time of the Mughal Empire (sixteenth to

seventeenth centuries)

7.1 India in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
8.1 India at the time of the British Raj (1858-1947)

8.2 Railway lines by 1930

8.3 Major canals by 1930

9.1 South Asia at Partition (1947)
9.2 East Pakistan

9.3 West Pakistan

12
13
34
61
62
79

94
117
140
144
148
164
170
172

9.4 Population equivalences, Indian provinces, Pakistan, and

Bangladesh, 2018
9.5 Punjab

178
183

9.6 Major dams, barrages, and major link canals in the Indus

Basin, 2018
10.1 South Asia in the late twentieth century

185
197

11.1 China-Pakistan Economic Corridor: New highways and

energy plants
12.1 South Asia in the twenty-first century

viii

238
249

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107111622
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-11162-2 — An Environmental History of India
Michael H. Fisher

Frontmatter

More Information

Preface and Acknowledgments

The subcontinent of India has historically played a vital role in the world
and will increasingly do so in the future. Its population of 1.6 billion
people, one-fifth of humanity, totals more than Africa or than Europe
and North America combined. It contains major fauna and flora biodi-
versity “hot spots,” but also regions among the world’s most polluted
and vulnerable to climate change. We gain major insights about the
causes and implications of the Indian subcontinent’s current conditions
by surveying its extended environmental history, especially the complex
interactions among its people, other living beings, and the material
world.

Environmental history cannot be studied in isolation, encompassing as
it does history of the earth and everything on it. Thus, thoughtful choices
must be made about the limits of any study. This book defines its focus as
the Indian subcontinent (i.e. South Asia currently covered by the rela-
tively young nations of India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh) — already a vast
topic. This choice necessarily leaves out adjacent Afghanistan, Bhutan,
Burma/Myanmar, Nepal, and Sri Lanka, and beyond them China, Iran,
Tibet, and the rest of Eurasia — although arguments could be made for
including any or all these, and they are each worthy of their own books.
Simultaneously, this book considers the Indian subcontinent’s environ-
mental history within larger arenas as appropriate, including at the global
and solar system scales.

Further, this book selects a long chronological scope (but does not go as
far back as cosmic creation or even the origin of our earth). We begin
when the core of the Indian subcontinent was at the South Pole, when
monsoons and the Himalayan Mountains did not yet exist, and when
Homo sapiens had not yet evolved. Tracing illustrative environmental
changes, including the rise of major world religions, kingdoms and
empires, and major ecological shifts, the book concludes in the second
decade of the twenty-first century. This subcontinental scope and
extended timescale make visible long-term patterns of change and con-
tinuity that present-centered or nationally limited accounts cannot.

ix
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X Preface and Acknowledgments

Intended for general readers, this book builds on the growing body of
sophisticated and insightful works of scholarship about key aspects of
India’s environmental history. Specialists will recognize how much their
research has contributed to key arguments and evidence in this book. For
the sake of clarity, however, references to these are largely concentrated in
the Bibliographical Essay.

This book arose from decades of teaching “Environmental Histories of
South Asia” with undergraduates at Oberlin College. Generations of
students and distinguished guest faculty, including Ramachandra Guha,
taught me how vital the study of South Asia’s environmental history is for
all our lives. Over the years, I have also learned much from my interac-
tions with pathbreaking scholars in this field, including Paul Greenough,
Sumit Guha, Mahesh Rangarajan, K. Sivaramakrishnan, John Richards,
Thomas Trautmann, and Richard Tucker. I also thank Vinita
Damodaran. I am grateful to Dawn Wade for her excellent copyediting
and to Sunantha Ramamoorthy for her splendid project management.
My Cambridge University Press editor, Lucy Rhymer, encouraged and
guided me from the inception of this project through to publication.
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