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Abstract
Sediment is an essential component of water and river systems. The anthropogenic altera-
tion of sediment fluxes in the world’s rivers is one of the principal markers of the Anthro-
pocene, the new geological epoch characterized by human influence at the planetary scale. 
In spite of its environmental and historical importance, water and river histories have sur-
prisingly neglected sediment until recently. This introduction to the special issue “The 
Social Life of Sediment” argues for putting sediment at the center of social and historical 
inquiry and discusses the potential and value of such an approach. To do so, we introduce 
the concept of the “social life of sediment,” that is, the idea that the existence and move-
ment of sediment is entwined with social needs, values, and activities, and needs to be 
appraised in his historical dimension. We review recent literature in fluvial geomorphol-
ogy, social sciences, and history to assess to what extent the social and historical life of 
sediment has been taken into account. After this interdisciplinary review, we present the 
seven papers of the special issue and highlight their major insights to the study of social 
and historical lives of sediment. We conclude by outlining avenues for further research 
and by summarizing what we all can gain from putting sediment at the center of historical 
inquiries.

Keywords Sediment · Anthropocene · River history · Water history · Geosocialities · 
Fluvial geomorphology

Sediment, society, and history

Rivers and water systems are much more than water. They are also fluxes of sediment, 
nutrients, organic matter, and organisms. Fluxes of sediment—gravel, sand, clay result-
ing from rock weathering and soil erosion, and transported by water—are fundamental. 
Sediment is essential to aquatic habitats, participates in the making (and unmaking) of 
agricultural soils, and shapes rivers’ channels and flood regimes. It is essential to coastal 
formations such as deltas and beaches, which depend on the constant contribution of sedi-
ment from upstream catchments. Sediment has also quite a turbulent history. Hydroelectric 
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dams, canals, and sand and gravel mining have altered sediment fluxes so extensively as to 
produce “sedimentary crises” in many river systems of the world (Bravard 2018a), includ-
ing the retreat of many of the world’s river deltas (Kondolf and Piégay 2011; Kondolf et al. 
2014; Bravard 2018b). The alteration of sediment fluxes is one of the processes evoked in 
larger discussions on Anthropocene, the geological epoch proposed by Crutzen and Stro-
emer (Crutzen and Stoermer 2000; Crutzen 2002; Steffen et al. 2011) in which anthropo-
genic influences dominate several geological processes of the planet. For millions of years, 
rivers have been the most important operators of sediment transport in the planet. By alter-
ing soil and water use in river catchments, modern humans have profoundly altered the flux 
of sediment transported by rivers. Moreover, modern humans have also directly intervened 
in sediment transport through dredging and construction projects. Through these means, 
humans have become major geomorphological agents of sediment transport worldwide 
(Hooke 2000; Syvitski and Kettner 2011). This special issue brings into focus this essential 
yet neglected component of river and water histories.

The scale and scope of Anthropocene sediment flux alteration, and its consequences on 
human communities, demand a thorough reappraisal of the links between sediment, society 
and history. Current sedimentary crises show that any sound understanding of sediment 
in today’s world cannot be divorced from consideration of the role that “social” processes 
play in reconfiguring sediment fluxes. They also show how transformations and concerns 
that we would consider thoroughly “social,” such as the well-being of human communities, 
depend as well on sediment and sediment fluxes. This is the first basic but important mean-
ing that we give to the idea of the “social life of sediment”.

With the idea of the “social life of sediment,” we refer to the fact that the existence and 
movement of sediment is entwined with social needs, values, and activities. The concept of 
the “social life of things” was put forward by Arjun Appadurai in an important edited col-
lection of the same title (Appadurai 1986). In his insightful introduction, Appadurai made 
it clear that he was interested in what he called the “commodity stage” of the life histories 
of things. For Appadurai, the social life of commodities derives from human values in the 
context of exchange. While he argued that the “social life” of things is not limited to the 
“commodity stage,” he did not elaborate on how one could conceive the social life of things 
outside the commodity stage. To be sure, the social life to which Appadurai makes implicit 
reference seems to be limited to the sphere of meanings. In our use of the phrase “the 
social life of sediment,” we look at the way sediment participates in social assemblages not 
only through meanings but through material powers and actions. Our use of the phrase “the 
social life” is thus much akin to approaches such as that put forward by Bruno Latour, who 
seeks to redefine the “social” altogether by opening it to material agencies (Latour 2007).

We argue that the social life of sediment needs to be appraised in its historical dimen-
sion. History provides the necessary temporal depth to understand the social entanglements 
of present day geomorphological processes. The processes and transformations responsi-
ble for the alteration of sediment fluxes occur over long time scales, and altered sediment 
distribution and transport may persist long after the causative landscape disturbance has 
ceased. In the eastern USA, very high erosion rates from upland agricultural fields in the 
nineteenth century decreased by the mid-twentieth century. However, much of the sediment 
eroded from upland fields was stored in floodplains and small valley bottoms, from where 
it continued to supply modern rivers. As a result, sediment loads of the rivers remained 
high even when the activities that generated it were gone (Meade 1982). This is an example 
of what we may call the “long memory” of rivers. Likewise, sediments can store pollutants 
for very long times and release them decades, if not centuries, after bygone industries pro-
duced the chemical compounds (Ayrault et al. 2021).



3The social life of sediment  

1 3

Sediment, in turn, helps make better sense of the history of water systems. Sediment 
fluxes have shaped water and river engineering projects from siltation of irrigation canals 
to sedimentation of hydroelectric reservoirs. Sometimes, sediment fluxes have been the 
main target of river engineering projects. In 1604, for instance, the Republic of Venice 
diverted the main stem of the Po River to alter the direction of the Po delta progradation 
and prevent the siltation of the lagoon (Cazzola 1990). Changing sediment fluxes, and 
resulting water and landscape transformations such as river flooding, land sedimentation, 
or land subsidence have historically triggered conflicts and controversies. One could not 
understand them fully without considering sediments themselves, their properties, their 
spatial scales, and their temporality.

Moving from these considerations, this special issue puts together contributions from 
fluvial geomorphologists, environmental historians, and historical geographers who look—
from a variety of case studies and with different methodological approaches—at the histor-
ical intersection between sediment and society. Resulting from an international workshop 
held in Berkeley in the spring of 2019, these contributions demonstrate the interest and 
value of thinking about the social and historical life of sediment, and of writing accounts 
that take it seriously. In this introduction, we review existing scholarship on sediment and 
society in the social sciences and history in particular, as well as in fluvial geomorphology. 
We then discuss the contribution of the papers collected in this special issue to further the 
scholarship on this topic. In the conclusive section, we seek to qualify better the idea of the 
social and historical life of sediment as a path forward for scholarship on sediment in water 
history and beyond.

Geomorphology and the social sciences

How has existing scholarship taken into account the intersection of sediment, society, and 
history? Fluvial geomorphologists have been concerned for a long time with historical 
processes, but they have commonly avoided engaging deeply into the social and political 
dynamics responsible for the human alterations to river systems. Social sciences scholars 
have recently contributed important insights into the social life of sediment. These investi-
gations, however, lack temporal depth.

Fluvial geomorphology has not been blind to anthropogenic influences in geomor-
phic processes, but has rarely engaged directly with insights from the social sciences 
and history. As shown by historian Etienne Benson, in spite of attempts at moving the 
discipline toward abstract mathematical models, fluvial geomorphology has remained 
rooted in place-based and historical understanding of rivers (Benson 2020). In the dis-
cipline, moreover, there is increasing recognition of the “co-production of river sci-
ence and social order” in river management (Bouleau 2014). This is clearly true for 
the supply and transport of sediment. In a 2000 article, Roger Hooke sketched the his-
tory of anthropogenic alterations of sediment fluxes from the Paleolithic to the present 
time (Hooke 2000). The links between human history and sediment alteration have 
become even more prominent in the light of debates on the Anthropocene (Syvitski and 
Kettner 2011). Much of the fluvial geomorphic literature has concerned anthropogenic 
alterations in river processes triggered by large changes in sediment yield due to his-
torical human activity: either increases, such as from gold mining in the Sacramento 
River drainage documented by Gilbert (1917), or decreases, from sediment trapping in 
dams (Williams and Wolman 1984) and removal of sand and gravel from river beds for 
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construction aggregate (Kondolf 1994). These anthropogenic changes in sediment budg-
ets have been important learning opportunities in fluvial geomorphology, yielding dia-
grams that have appeared in textbooks. Most geomorphological literature, however, has 
tended to draw upon explanations based on principally on natural sciences (Ashmore 
2015). Such studies have commonly focused on the biophysical changes and have not 
explored the underlying socio-economic drivers, probably out of respect for disciplinary 
boundaries and cognizance of likely expectations of reviewers for technical journals.

Exceptions exists, of course. These include Ashmore’s (2015) history of the develop-
ment of Highland Creek, Toronto. In Ashmore’s account, the Highland Creek’s mor-
phological changes result from both societal interventions (clearing settlements from 
the valley floor for flood control and siting of sewer mains and other utilities down the 
valley bottom) and natural processes such as large floods, with the resulting “morphol-
ogy…explained through the co-evolution of the social and natural systems.” Ashmore’s 
approach contributes to the broader effort to bridge the gap between the physical and 
social sciences in the emerging field of Critical Physical Geography (Ashmore 2018; 
Lave et al. 2018). As discussed by Kondolf and Piégay (2011), many geomorphological 
features result from closely coupled human and natural systems. An example of this is 
the “beach nourishment” program of the US Army Corps of Engineers. Sand is mechan-
ically added to eroding beaches to protect vacation houses threatened by erosion. The 
added sand results in wider beaches and perception of greater protection, increasing the 
value of coastal properties and thereby encouraging further development, thus creating 
greater incentives to continue (and even increase) beach nourishment programs (McNa-
mara and Werner 2008). Studies that explore not only biophysical processes but also the 
underlying socio-economic drivers remain exceptions, however.

Political ecologists and anthropologists have been paying growing attention to sedi-
ment. Political ecologist Christos Zografos, for instance, investigated the politiciza-
tion of sediment fluxes in controversies on the Ebro Delta in Spain (Zografos 2017). 
While his focus is not sediment per se, but rather the choices the state makes in ensuring 
human security in the face of climate change, sediment is important in his account. Sed-
iment scarcity contributes to the subsidence of the Ebro delta and hence to putting the 
delta’s communities at risk. Some actors thus plead for sediment management instead of 
hard defense structures as a solution to coastal erosion. In their study on “infrastructural 
standardization events,” political ecologist Josh Lewis and anthropologist Ashley Carse 
have also included sediment (Carse and Lewis 2017). They show that the introduction of 
new global shipping standards demands morphological transformations to US harbors. 
This often includes dredging sediment from river mouths. Sediment dredging and dis-
posal, in turn, generates conflicts and highlights opposing views and valuations of sedi-
ment and its properties. “Excavating and moving underwater material,” Carse and Lewis 
have more recently claimed, “is as much a social, economic and political phenomenon 
as it is an intervention in hydrological and geomorphological processes.” (Carse and 
Lewis 2020, p. 11). In a similar vein, in the account of his explorations of the Missis-
sippi and Rhone deltas, Matthieu Duperrex has emphasized the need to pay attention 
to the materiality of sediment in the assemblages that constitute our landscapes. By so 
doing, he argues for the need to bring “sediment into politics,” including it into our 
conversations and choices about the configuration of our landscapes and the ways of 
inhabiting them (Duperrex 2019, p. 27). Monica Barra, in a recent piece on the Bara-
taria sediment diversion project in the Mississippi delta and the opposition of the local 
African American community, shows compellingly how sediment politics can overlap 
with long-standing questions of racial and environmental justice (Barra 2021).
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A particularly rich cluster of social science reflections has emerged—perhaps unsurpris-
ingly—on the Bengal delta. The sedimentary landscape of the Bengal delta is constantly 
shifting, due to the heavy sediment load of the Ganges and Brahmaputra Rivers empty-
ing in it, as well as the effect of the monsoon on seasonal discharge. Sediment, one could 
argue, imposes itself on any social scientist approaching the shifting terrain of the Ben-
gal delta. Anthropologist Luisa Cortesi has explored the way in which sedimentary land-
scapes—what she calls “mud”—participate in the construction of contested identities and 
the enforcement of class and gender divides in riverine communities of the Bengal delta 
(Cortesi 2018). Using three nested case studies, political ecologists Lafaye de Micheaux, 
Mukherjee, and Kull have put forward a theoretical framework that seeks to incorporate 
sediment into existing understandings of the “hydro-social cycle.” Including sediment into 
hydro-social analyses, they argue, allows us to move past the land/water divide still too 
current in water research. It also points the way to incorporating a broader range of materi-
als in the study of river and water systems (de Micheaux et al. 2018). Lindsay Bremner’s 
work on “monsoon assemblages” in the Bengal delta has similarly argued for the need to 
take into account the social and political agency of sediment and incorporate it into analy-
ses of territory and power. Building on emerging studies of “geosocialities” (Palsson and 
Swanson 2016; Yusoff 2018), she argues that sediment is a product of a dynamic Earth 
system that participates in political assemblages: sedimentary processes are mobilized for 
specific political agendas, but they have also the power to unsettle such agendas (Bremner 
2020a, b).

Sediment in environmental and water history

While this emerging body of scholarship provides important insights into the social life 
of sediment and its politics, it says little about the historicity of sedimentary assemblages. 
What about historians? While many historians have included sediment in their accounts, 
sediment itself has rarely been the center of the historical inquiry.

River and water history seems to suffer from what we call a “water bias,” that is, an 
exclusive or predominant focus on water to the detriment of the other materials that are 
part of river and water systems. Environmental and water histories have indeed only spo-
radically taken into account sediment. In his classic account of irrigation in the Ameri-
can West, Donald Worster offers occasional mentions of sediment and sedimentation, by 
referring for instance to the need for dredging the Colorado River to prevent siltation of 
waterworks (Worster 1985, p. 201). Marc Cioc’s “eco-biography” of the Rhine pays atten-
tion to the sedimentary consequences of channelization works and reservoirs, as well as 
to the chemical pollution of sediment (Cioc 2002, pp. 47–75, 183–200). Sediment, how-
ever, occupies only a relatively small part of Cioc’s work and it remains limited to a con-
sideration of the environmental consequences of infrastructure and pollution on sediment, 
rather than the social and political history of sediments themselves. Histories centered on 
industrial appropriation of water resources, on water politics, and on the political economy 
of water have also remained for the most part insensitive to the role and agency of sedi-
ment and sedimentary processes (Steinberg 1991; Barca 2010; Swyngedouw 2015). So 
have histories of river development at the intersection of science, technology, and the envi-
ronment, starting with Richard White’s foundational work on the Columbia River (White 
1995; Evenden 2004; Pritchard 2011; MacFarlane 2014). Molle’s (2009) overview of the 
history of river basin planning does not mention sediment at all, correctly reflecting the 
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near absence of sediment in the literature. In his stimulating and broad-ranging review of 
the field of river history and its possible paths forward, Matthew Evenden encourages river 
historians to engage with the Anthropocene, but tellingly does not include sediment or geo-
morphological processes in his outlook (Evenden 2018).

Sedimentary processes have played a bigger role in historical accounts of soil erosion 
and the impacts of mining. In his pioneering history of hydraulic mining in the Sacramento 
River valley, Robert Kelley investigated the legal conflict between mining companies and 
downstream communities at the end of the nineteenth century (Kelley 1959). Hydrau-
lic gold mining caused rapid, massive erosion in the Sierra Nevada of California, which 
resulted in increased sedimentation in valley reaches downstream, burying agricultural 
lands and increasing the flooding of cities. Kelley’s account takes sediment and sedimenta-
tion very seriously, making them co-actors in political conflicts. His argument, however, 
centers on the relationship between state and capital in US history, of which the hydraulic 
mining controversy was a defining moment, rather than sediment and society. John McNeill 
also discusses sediment and sedimentation in a major study on soil erosion in five Mediter-
ranean mountain ranges during the nineteenth century (McNeill 1992). McNeill argues that 
deforestation and the resulting soil erosion increased the sediment load of rivers, causing 
flooding and damages downstream as well as reshaping the morphology of coastal areas. 
In spite of this extensive and informed discussion, the center of his work was the nexus of 
institutional, economic and social processes responsible for deforestation and soil erosion 
in the mountain slopes, much less on its consequences on sedimentation or on the social 
and historical trajectories of the sediment thus mobilized. Historical scholarship on soils 
has otherwise focused more on agriculture and loss of soil productivity via soil erosion 
than on sediment fluxes in river basins (McNeill and Winiwarter 2010).

Attention to sediment and sedimentation has been growing considerably in environmen-
tal and water history over the last decade. Emerging environmental historiography of the 
coast increasingly includes sediment in its accounts. Elsa Devienne’s new history of Los 
Angeles beaches in the twentieth century recounts the monumental program of beach nour-
ishment which literally made L.A. beaches as we know them, and investigates how this 
engineered sedimentary landscape shaped new coastal cultures (Devienne 2020). Recent 
work on the Mediterranean coast has emphasized the role of coastal sediment flux in chal-
lenging social uses of the coast and in driving policy and infrastructure choices over the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Parrinello et al. 2019). Joana Gaspar de Freitas focuses 
on the movement and attempted stabilization of sand dunes in modern times, seen as an 
instance of non-human agency in the Anthropocene (Freitas 2020).

The pioneering teamwork on the Viennese Danube published in this journal has investi-
gated long-term geomorphological processes that have shaped the urbanization of Vienna 
(Winiwarter et  al. 2013). This included sedimentary processes responsible for the shift-
ing morphology of the Danube’s floodplain and of the human uses and occupation of it 
(Hohensinner et  al. 2013). Maurits Ertsen’s history of the Gezira irrigation scheme dis-
cusses the challenges that sediment and sedimentation posed to engineering and manage-
ment (Ertsen 2016). Recent histories of the Yellow River have also made sediment more 
central to the inquiry than in past river historiography. David Pietz’s history of the Yel-
low River analyzes the role of sediment in water management and engineering concerns 
during Mao-era energy and irrigation megaprojects (Pietz 2015). Likewise, Ling Zhang’s 
history of the Yellow River avulsion event in 1048 CE devotes considerable attention to 
sedimentation processes, their causes and consequences, and the attempts to manage them 
(Zhang 2016). Ding (2020) and Muscolino (2020) have described how sediment avail-
ability became a target of state-led management strategies to counter erosion, explicitly 
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targeted at reducing sedimentation of the Yellow River’s lower reaches and of its reser-
voirs. Like other social scientists, historians of the Bengal delta and its rivers have also 
explicitly discussed sediment. Arupjyoti Saikia’s biography of the Brahmaputra River pro-
vides extensive discussion of the river’s sedimentary regime, and of the role of sediment in 
complicating navigation, dam building and flood control attempts (Saikia 2019). Debjani 
Bhattacharyya’s history of Calcutta investigates the legal and economic tools devised to 
appropriate the shifting sedimentary landscapes of the Bengal Delta (Bhattacharyya 2018).

These contributions show significant progress toward the study of the social and histori-
cal life of sediment. In none of these works, however, is sediment itself the principal ana-
lytical focus. We believe it points to a broader, structural lack of systematic mutual engage-
ment between these disciplines, and especially between political ecology, environmental 
and water history, and fluvial geomorphology. The lack of systematic engagement with 
fluvial geomorphology is particularly striking when compared with long-standing engage-
ment of environmental history and political ecology with ecological sciences. This collec-
tion of papers helps to move into this new and exciting direction.

The papers of this issue

The papers in this issue engage in a systematic dialogue between disciplines. The seven 
papers come from different disciplinary traditions and in many cases include collabora-
tion among historians, archeologists, political ecologists and fluvial geomorphologists. All 
of them put sediment at the center of the inquiry and engage with the social and histori-
cal lives of sediment. In this section, we survey some of the most significant insights that 
emerge from this novel perspective and interdisciplinary engagement.

One of the central insights of these articles is the existence of long-standing and var-
ied forms of sediment knowledge and management throughout history and across conti-
nents. Husain provides a rich example in his study of the strategies enacted by the Ottoman 
Empire to manage sedimentation processes in the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers  (Husain 
2020). In the Early Modern period, specific regulations controlled dredging, which the 
imperial administration outsourced to local communities through corvées. Furthermore, 
human engineering in this period had a broader geomorphological impact via its interac-
tion with sediment fluxes at the basin scale. Husain suggests indeed that “a canal project 
that had gone awry,” in combination with unusual drought conditions and increased sedi-
mentation, might have caused a major avulsion of the Euphrates in the eighteenth cen-
tury. In their paper on the Rhône River in France, Guerrin, Comby, and Morera offer rich 
evidence of Early Modern knowledge and management of sediment (Guerrin et al. 2021). 
In the Rhône River basin, farmers considered sediments as a blessing for their fertilizing 
properties, and investors used them to reclaim wetlands in the lower stretches of the river 
and in its delta. Colten’s paper (Colten 2020) provides evidence of purposeful sedimenta-
tion from the lower Mississippi River in the early nineteenth century, where deposition was 
induced as a strategy to reclaim wetlands, and sedimentary landscapes were the objects of 
contested regulations.

The scaling up of river engineering in the nineteenth and twentieth century had an 
unprecedented impact on sediment fluxes. States and private companies embanked, 
diverted, dammed, and mined most rivers of the world, with major consequences on 
the continuity of sediment fluxes from source to sink. Another central insight of this 
collection is that the understanding of the implications of these alterations came slowly, 
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and the institutional and policy responses came even more slowly. As discussed by 
Colten (2020), geographer Richard Russell sounded the alarm in 1936 about sediment 
deprivation linked to the Mississippi river engineering and flood protection works. 
However, river managers and engineers did not take the issue seriously for most of the 
twentieth century. Coastal land loss linked to sediment starvation emerged as an issue 
in the literature only in the 1970s and 1980s, and the role of sediment in coastal restora-
tion became an object of policy debate only the late twentieth century. The Po River and 
its delta, discussed by Parrinello, Bizzi, and Surian, has a similar trajectory (Parrinello 
et  al. 2021). While river experts understood and measured sediment fluxes from the 
beginning of the twentieth century, and identified early effects of anthropogenic impact, 
they did not consider sediment scarcity until the 1970s. Even when scientists started to 
alert about the issue, policy-makers were slow to respond. While regulations to counter 
sediment scarcity were passed in 1983, these remained at the local level, and did not 
tackle scarcity at the basin scale until the turn of the twenty-first century.

A third, central insight of this collection is that sediments have been co-actors of 
scientific controversies and political conflicts. In their multidisciplinary study of the 
sedimentary consequences of gold mining in California and Australia, Lawrence and 
coauthors provide ample evidence of this (Lawrence et al. 2021). In both cases, mining 
generated massive erosion over a short period of time, which modified the flood regime 
of rivers downstream. Downstream sedimentation became the subject of conflicts in 
Australian courts. Moreover, the contamination of sediment with mining byproducts has 
consequences that reach to the present, making the polluted material and its manage-
ment controversial and contested among different actors. The controversial nature of 
sediment is also central to Guerrin, Comby, and Morera’s account of the Rhône (Guer-
rin et  al. 2021). In that basin, the contamination of sediment due to past industrial 
activities has motivated the opposition of farmers and downstream water users to 
flushing sediments from reservoirs and other projects to restore sediment connectivity. 
The exploration of sediment’s contested social and political lives is also at the center 
of Swayamprakash’s paper on the Detroit River  (Swayamprakash 2021). Sedimentary 
landscapes resulting from dredging “waste” over the twentieth century became coveted 
natural spaces, generating conservationist expectations and an international controversy 
between Canada and the United States. Sediment lives are not always peaceful, and their 
different properties have been historically be mobilized in different, often conflicting 
ways. The history of sediment lives, in other words, is political.

Finally, the papers gathered in this collection show how thinking historically about 
sediment can open up broader vistas on human agency, deep time, and the novelty of the 
Anthropocene epoch. Parrinello, Bizzi, and Surian reflect on the challenges of taking 
into account the long-term consequences of anthropogenic impact on sediment fluxes 
in knowledge and management. These challenges point to the broader “limits of envi-
ronmental policy in regulating large-scale processes that span multiple generations.” 
The articulation between the time scale of policy and engineering and the time scale 
of sedimentary processes is at the heart of Stahl’s paper. Stahl (2021) moves from the 
example of a dam planned and built in twentieth-century Turkey as a sediment-trap-
ping infrastructure, and provides an original re-reading of geologist Derek Ager’s work 
on stratigraphy (Ager 1973). In what he calls a “stratigraphical model for modern his-
tory,” Stahl shows how anthropogenic sedimentation demands that we open the writing 
of history to multiple overlapping temporalities. These discussions show the potential 
of a historical approach to sediment to contribute to the emerging literature on “geo-
socialities” (Palsson and Swanson 2006; Yusof 2018) with an increasing sensitivity to 



9The social life of sediment  

1 3

time, both historical and geological. They also show the potential of a geomorphologi-
cally-informed river and water history for contributing to debates on the Anthropocene 
(Evenden 2018).

The social and historical lives of sediment

The papers collected in this issue ultimately show the many ways in which it is possible 
to study historically the social life of sediment, as well as the value of interdisciplinary 
approaches.

Clearly, there is a lot to gain by adopting such perspectives. First, it leads to a new 
historical understanding of rivers as consisting of more than just water, thus moving 
past the water bias that in our opinion characterizes much of the river and water history 
literature. This, in turn, opens up a space to revisit river development processes that 
have rarely been studied under this lens, such as dam building or irrigation, and their 
politics. But it opens also an analytical space to processes rarely studied in history, such 
as the history of sediment mining for the construction industry, the history of sediment 
knowledge and monitoring, and the history of sediment regulation. Second, the social 
life of sediment also has the potential to revise some deeply seated accounts about river 
and water history, opening up new connections and different explanations for both river 
processes and human actions and choices. Finally, this can lead to thinking about geo-
morphological agency in history in new ways and opening up new avenues for interdis-
ciplinary collaborations between historians and geomorphologists, such as those that 
have shaped this very collection.

There is, as always, much more to do. One of the major challenges of interdisci-
plinary research on sediment and society will be to expand the time scale of observa-
tion and write longer histories of sedimentary changes as social processes. Likewise, 
we believe more could be done to expand the spatial scale of analysis to focus more sys-
tematically on the circulation of sediment at the river basin scale. Finally, huge rewards 
await studies that will be able to follow the social “transmutation” of sediment along 
its journey from source to sink: how it is perceived by river basin residents, managers, 
and scientists (when indeed it is perceived at all), how it is managed, how processes 
and management actions in one zone of the river basin affect processes elsewhere, and 
which conflicts emerge out of this. Sediment has mostly been neglected in social dis-
course and the literature, or has played the role of a supporting actor at best, rather 
than seen as a leading actor. But there are insights to gain if we take a sediment-centric 
perspective, as this allows us to see interconnections, relations, and causalities that may 
not be evident otherwise. We hope this special issue will encourage more to adopt such 
a perspective.
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