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Ecopolitical Space in a Riverine Landscape of South Asia
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Summary

This case study of the transformation of a riverine landscape into a distinct administrative region in sixteenth-century India offers valuable
insights into the dynamic relationship between geography and political constructs. It highlights the way a medieval ruler astutely recognized
Bihar as a distinct ecological zone and used the rivers to demarcate the district boundaries.

Examining the impact of ecological and geographical features on the configuration of political space within a
region adds a compelling dimension to historical inquiry. A noteworthy case study is the transformation of
Bihar, situated in the riverine landscape of the mid-Ganga basin in South Asia, into a distinct province in the
sixteenth century. This case study illustrates the intricate interplay between geography and the political

constructs that define a region.

Photo of Sher Shah’s mausoleum in Sasaram, the place where he was born.
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Sher Shah of the Sur dynasty emerged as a prominent Afghan ruler in the sixteenth century. His deep-rooted
connection to the riverine landscape of the mid-Ganga basin, where he grew up, allowed him to perceive its vast
potential. He had inherited his father’s jagir, a revenue administration area, situated south of the Ganga in Bihar
at Sasaram. His biographer Abbas Khan Sarwani has provided insights into his revenue administration,
emphasizing its alignment with the local ecology. The Ganga River, flowing through Bihar, is met by numerous
rivers from both the northern and southern regions. These rivers experience annual floods, significantly shaping
settlement patterns, agricultural methods, and economic pursuits. The floodplains of these rivers were owned by
different petty local chiefs. Sher Shah orchestrated the unification of these disparate local chiefs in the region,
laying the foundation for Afghan rule in the mid-Ganga basin.
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The Mid-Ganga Plain features the congregation of many rivers with the Ganga in Bihar.
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Khan Sarwani has documented how Sher Shah’s understanding transcended the river ecology of the mid-Ganga
region. Sher Shah adeptly utilized the different river channels coming from the Himalayas in the north and the
Deccan plateau in the south to envision a cohesive political entity. He knew that the expansive rivers,
characterized by broad floodplains and annual inundation, ultimately converged with the Ganga, leading
communities to strongly identify themselves with the river. The confluence of a similar river ecology and a
culturally cohesive population served as defining markers for his vision of a province. Under his rule, the
foundational concept of Bihar as a province was conceived.

As his authority solidified and expanded westward, the imperative to establish his imperial capital in Delhi
became evident. With the Sur dynasty’s dominion encompassing Delhi, Bihar was officially designated as a
distinct province in 1540, with Patna as its capital. In other contemporary historical records, we unearth this
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perceptive foresight. An account in Taikh-i Daudi recounts an intriguing episode in Bihar’s historical narrative,
specifically preceding the Battle of Chausa in 1539 between Sher Shah and the Mughal ruler Humayun, who
aspired to exert his dominion over the entire eastern expanse. At this juncture, Sher Shah, in a noteworthy
gesture, initially offered to relinquish control over the mid-Ganga region of Bihar, which extended from the
Karmnasa River in the west to the eastern periphery, marked by Garhi, which bordered Bengal. While the
diplomatic negotiations between Sher Shah and Humayun ultimately faltered and culminated in armed conflict,
the salient point that emerges from these historical accounts is the preexistent conceptualization of Bihar as a

distinct regional entity.
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Map of the seven districts of Bihar province divided on the basis of the rivers.

© Vipul Singh. Used by permission. Published in Vipul Singh, Speaking Rivers: Environmental History af a Mid-Ganga Flood Country,
1540-1885 (Delhi: Primus Books, 2018), p. 49.
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Following the demise of Sher Shah and the subsequent weakening of Afghan control over Bihar, the Mughal
ruler Akbar assumed authority over the region. In the late sixteenth century, noted Persian chronicler Abu’l Fazl
delineated Garhi as the easternmost limit of Bihar. He realized that the mid-Ganga region was unique and very
difficult to control. The web of rivers created obstacles for his powerful cavalry. So, following Sher Shah’s
conception, he designated Bihar as a distinct suba or province in 1580. This reconfiguration served the dual
purpose of facilitating effective governance of the region and endowing it with a degree of administrative
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autonomy. This strategic move aligns with the earlier ecological conception of Sher Shah, as it created a province
characterized by ecological and cultural homogeneity.

Bihar province was organized into seven administrative districts known as sarkars. The demarcation of these
districts was heavily influenced by the region’s prominent rivers, underscoring the pivotal role of geography in
the administrative structure of the time. Each district was linked to a specific river floodplain, contributing to its
high agricultural productivity. Mughal rulers appointed distinct revenue officers, therefore, to oversee revenue
collection in each district. The river channels served as conduits for internal trade and grain exports. The Ganga
River, with its navigable routes and extensive connectivity to all districts, played a pivotal role in facilitating the
transportation of goods, enhancing the region’s economic activities and trade networks.
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James Rennell’s Map of Bihar and Bengal in 1776. It is one of the first accurate maps laid out from primary surveys done by James Rennell
after the East India Company got the revenue collection rights of Bihar, Bengal, and Orissa from the Mughals.

Accessed via Wikimedia Commons. Click here to view the source.
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The establishment of Bihar as a distinct political and administrative entity in history prominently highlights its
reliance on ecological attributes, particularly the intricate network of rivers. This noteworthy aspect underscores
the profound historical importance of the region’s hydrographic characteristics. Sher Shah was the first ruler to
recognize Bihar as a distinct ecopolitical region. It was within this ecologically coherent environment that Sher
Shah’s vision for his principality began to take shape, a testament to the profound influence of ecology on the
course of historical developments. This conception proved effective when the Mughals sought to incorporate the
fertile and humid plains of the Ganga into the political economy. Bihar retained its distinct provincial status until
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1765, at which point control over the Mughal provinces of Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa was officially transferred to
the East India Company. In the early twentieth century, when the government contemplated dividing Bengal for
administrative and political reasons, Bihar regained its separate status as a province. The primary considerations
for this separation were the similarities in physical features, climate, crops, and manners within the region.
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