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River-House, River-Home
by Flore Lafaye de Micheaux

Introduction: Rivers, Feelings and Emotions

͞dhe Ganga, especially, is the river of /ndia, beloved of her people, round ǁhich are intertǁined her racial 
memories, her hopes and fears, her songs of triumph, her victories and her defeats. She has been a symbol 
of /ndia s͛ age long culture and civiliǌaƟon, ever changing, ever-Ňoǁing, and yet ever the same Ganga.͟  

:aǁaharlal Eehru, till and destament, ϭϵϱϲ

dhe Ganges is more than a river for ,indu believers͖ it s͛ a deity. /ndian myths and tradiƟons abundantly refer 
to the Ganga divinity, named Da Ganga, or Dother Ganges, by its devotees. Kther rivers are also revered in 
/ndia. <ey rituals are thus performed neǆt to rivers, parƟcularly cremaƟons and oīerings. 

WhoUttarkashi, Uttarakhand, /ndia ;photo by the authorͿ
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:aǁaharlal Eehru ǁas the Įrst Wrime Dinister of independent /ndia. ,e ǁas not a ,indu-religious person, 
as he himself put it. Secularism ǁas an important concept for him, and he steadily ǁorked at incorporaƟng 
it into laǁs and insƟtuƟons throughout his tenure. ,oǁever, he reƋuested that his body s͛ ashes, or a small 
handful of them, be throǁn into the Ganges at �llahabad, as ǁritten in his published ǁill at :aǁaharlal Eehru 
Demorial Duseum. 

Strong emoƟonal attachments to the Ganges are sƟll very much alive. / understood this in �enares, neǆt to a 
ǁoman from Dumbai, suddenly sobbing during an evening �arƟ ceremony performed on the riverbank. She 
eǆplained to me her deep attachment to the river and the eǆtraordinary feeling that came to her during the 
ceremony. �t a distance from the river, young /ndian felloǁs repeatedly menƟoned to me the ǁarmth in their 
hearts ǁhen they heard the name Ganga. /n those discussions, / ǁas looking for the image that ǁould arise 
in their minds ǁhen they heard the name of the river. ,oǁever, it ǁas not so much an image in the mind as 
a feeling ǁithin the body that they eǆpressed. 

:aǁaharlal Eehru himself referred to his attachment to the river Ganges to ũusƟfy his reƋuest. /nteresƟngly, 
he eǆpressly rooted this attachment in his childhood and in the Ganges-related ͞history and myth and tra-
diƟon and song and story͟ ;ϭϵϱϲͿ. /n a similar ǁay, a friend reported to me that her feelings toǁards Ganga 
could be phrased as a ͞feeling of connecƟon ,͟ a connecƟon ǁith her childhood as ǁell as ǁith the strong and 
long-lasƟng tradiƟonal reverence to the river, ǁhich gave her a sense of an immutable strength.

�ll this has elicited in me tǁo ideas that / ǁill develop in this theoreƟcal essay. &irst, the reality of a river en-
compasses much more than Ňoǁing ǁater ʹ in parƟcular emoƟons, attachment and symbols. /n this regard, 
/ ǁill elaborate on a perspecƟve that considers the meanings of ͞river-house͟ and ͞river-home .͟ Second, 
humanʹriver relaƟons should be considered through the concept of the milieu, as described by the &rench 
geo-philosopher �ugusƟn �erƋue ;ϮϬϭϰͿ. dhis approach emphasiǌes the deep entanglements of human be-
ings and rivers. Some photos taken at various points during my Įeld visits in /ndia ǁill alternate ǁith these 
thoughts in order to illustrate them.

:aǁaharlal Eehru s͛ last ǁill and testament  ;source : http://nehrumemorial.nic.inͿ

http://nehrumemorial.nic.in
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River-House and River-Home

/n �merican culture, as �aniel /ngersoll ;ϭϵϵϴͿ ǁrites, the house/home disƟncƟon is important. ͞�mericans 
learn the diīerence betǁeen house and home at an early age. ,ouse: a cold space enclosed by ǁalls. ,ome: 
a ǁarm place animated by family and friends͟ ;/ngersoll, ϭϵϵϴ cited by Doberg, ϮϬϭϯ, ϮϳϳͿ. /ngersoll further 
develops the noƟons in relaƟng houses to the ͞profane realm of laǁ and market economics, natural right, 
and proĮt͟ ǁhile relaƟng homes to ͞intangible ǁealth ǁhich can not be bought or sold ,͟ as they ͞belong 
to the sacred ǁorld of felloǁship, love and nurture͟ ;ϭϵϵϴ, ϲͿ. ,e also opposes material ;houseͿ and social 
;homeͿ arƟfacts, and Įnally observes that �mericans ͞dǁell simultaneously in physical houses and symbolic 
homes͟ ;ϭϵϵϴ, ϲͿ. 

dhis disƟncƟon is of great help to better eǆplain diverging understandings of a given reality, like that of a river. 
dhe perspecƟve on a river may be restricted to the ǁater that Ňoǁs, the sediments it carries or the aƋuaƟc 
species it shelters. dhose components and their dynamics are ǁhat sciences ;hydrology, hydro-geomorphol-
ogy, ecology, etc.Ϳ study. dhey are also the resources economics deal ǁith. �cƟviƟes such as hydroelectricity 
producƟon, irrigaƟon, navigaƟon, sand mining or Įshing are the prism that economists use to look at rivers. 
,ere, ǁe could say that the ǁord river only carries the meaning of ͞ river-house ,͟ referring to the ͞ cold͟ realm 
of economics and materiality.

Eirmal char, Durshidabad district, test �engal, /ndia 
;photo by the authorͿ
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,oǁever, rivers encompass symbols and human attachments too. dhe previous Ƌuotes about the Ganges 
illustrate this, but eǆamples are not restricted to such a sacred river. /n many instances, the literature reports 
human feelings toǁards rivers. � &rench author, Dichel-�ndrĠ dracol, eǆpresses for eǆample his bitterness at 
the ͞dead͟ Zhƀne river, noǁ tamed by embankments and dams, in contrast to the fascinaƟng, Įery river that 
he and other ͞Zhodaniens͟ used to love ;dracol, ϭϵϴϬ, ϱ-ϳͿ. /n social sciences, notably in WoliƟcal �cology, 
some authors have shoǁn hoǁ much rivers are lived realiƟes ǁith emoƟons and interpretaƟons attached 
to them that either reinforce or oppose dominant perspecƟves ;�aviskar, ϮϬϬϱ͖ �lley, ϮϬϬϮ͖ �reǁ, ϮϬϭϳͿ. /n 
these teǆts, the ǁord river obviously carries the meaning of ͞river-home ,͟ or the ͞ǁarm͟ realm of feelings 
and attachments.

/n a conŇict about hydropoǁer in the upper Ganges, around the �co-SensiƟve �one of Gaumukh-Uttarkashi, 
opponents and proponents of hydroelectricity eǆpress contradictory interpretaƟons of ǁhat a river is. /n the 
Įrst group, the sacredness of the river is invoked and some people even consider the river to be ͞ǁho ǁe 
are͟ ;Įeld intervieǁ, ϮϬϭϲͿ͖ for the latter, the river is a resource to be tapped for the sake of local and naƟon-
al economic development. dhe opposiƟon betǁeen consideraƟons of ͞river-house͟ and ͞river-home͟ here 
appears to be the origin of an intractable conŇict. 

Daneri �hali dam, Uttarkashi district, Uttarakhand, /ndia ;photo by the authorͿ
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The Milieu, or the Emphasis on Human–River Relations

�s noted above, /ngersoll ;ϭϵϵϴͿ observes that the disƟncƟon betǁeen house and home does not prevent 
people from ͞dǁell΀ing΁ simultaneously͟ in houses and homes. Weople seem to ͞naturally͟ overcome the 
contradicƟon betǁeen the tǁo perspecƟves. that about the disƟncƟon betǁeen ͞river-house͟ and ͟riv-
er-home͍͟ Kne ansǁer could be to move beyond the ƋuesƟon of ǁhat a river is ;a ͞river-house͟ or a ͞riv-
er-home͟Ϳ. te may instead consider the humanʹriver relaƟonship that is present in both perspecƟves. 

Science and economics are human interpretaƟons of reality. dradiƟonally considered as purely raƟonal, 
͞cold ,͟ or devoid of any emoƟons, science and knoǁledge producƟon may someƟmes be loaded ǁith inter-
ests or even passion, as science studies has illustrated ;notably the ǁorks of Callon Θ >atourͿ. /n addiƟon, 
the fronƟer betǁeen obũect and subũect has been blurred ǁith the emergence of the �ctor-Eetǁork theory. 
,ence, ǁe argue that a disƟncƟon betǁeen ͞river-house͟ and ͞river-home͟ as an opposiƟon betǁeen the 
͞material͟ and the ͞social ,͟ the ͞physical͟ and the ͞symbolic ,͟ is not relevant. �oth perspecƟves encounter 
physical, emoƟonal and ideal humanʹriver interacƟons͖ they both belong to the realm of a full humanʹriver 
relaƟonship.

Eear the source of the Ganges ;�hagirathi stretchͿ, Gaumukh, Uttarakhand, /ndia 
;photo by the authorͿ
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Geo-philosopher �erƋue provides interesƟng insights about such a human-environment relaƟonship, or 
ǁhat he names the milieu. /n his ͞mĠsologie ,͟ he eǆplains that the given environment, once interpreted 
;through senses, thoughts and acƟonsͿ by a human society, is no longer an eǆternal thing. /t becomes a tra-
ũecƟve reality ;an historiciǌed construcƟon, in a back-and-forth moveͿ, neither enƟrely obũecƟve, nor enƟrely 
subũecƟve, i.e. the milieu, ǁhich incorporates the human dimension ;�erƋue, ϮϬϭϰ, ϮϬϭϲͿ. dhe milieu is thus 
simultaneously the given environment and the human interpretaƟon of it. Daterial and social realms are 
here reconciled, as in the hydrosocial cycle frameǁork developed ǁithin the poliƟcal ecology of ǁater ;>inton 
Θ �udds, ϮϬϭϰͿ. 

Conversely, �erƋue argues that a human being is consƟtuted by an ͞animal body͟ and a ͞medial body .͟ dhe 
latter incorporates the ͞social body ,͟ ǁhich includes language for eǆample, but also the milieu ;ǁith its his-
toricityͿ itself ;�erƋue, ϮϬϭϰͿ. dhus, if one brings transformaƟon to the milieu through any ͞eco-techno-sym-
bolic processes͟ ;�erƋue, ϮϬϭϲͿ, such as physical intervenƟons, this necessarily has conseƋuences for human 
beings too.

/n this perspecƟve, the humanʹriver relaƟonship is a tǁo-ǁay, reciprocal one. dhis understanding of hu-
manʹriver relaƟons goes beyond the incorporaƟon of symbols, interpretaƟons and attachments to rivers. /t 
encompasses the agency of rivers, and the historicity of the relaƟonship, and gives space for more humanʹ
river interacƟons than tradiƟonally considered. /n our vieǁ, this vision signiĮcantly reneǁs the ǁay one could 
assess the impacts of any river-related infrastructure or river valley transformaƟon. &or eǆample, ǁhat and 
ǁho change, if a river Įsh populaƟon decreases due to polluƟon or lack of fresh ǁater͍

�ehradun, Uttarakhand, /ndia ;photo by the authorͿ
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Conclusion

/n this essay, ǁe have shoǁn hoǁ the disƟncƟon betǁeen ͞river-house͟ and ͞river-home͟ helps to disƟn-
guish betǁeen tǁo concepƟons of a river: ϭͿ a ͞cold͟ reality assessed by science or ͞market economics͖͟ and 
ϮͿ the recogniƟon of the ͞sacred realm͟ of attachments and symbols related to it ;/ngersoll, ϭϵϵϴͿ. te have 
also demonstrated hoǁ �erƋue s͛ concept of the milieu advances this understanding in bringing the recipro-
cal humanʹriver relaƟonship to the core of the analysis. &urther empirical research could eǆplore hoǁ the 
materiality of the river, in all its dimensions ;ǁater, sediments, biota, Ňoodplains, etc.Ϳ precisely plays its role 
ǁithin the humanʹriver relaƟonship.

  

,amidpur char, Dalda district, test �engal, /ndia ;photo by the authorͿ

Eirmal char, Durshidabad district, test �engal, /ndia ;photo by the authorͿ
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