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The Benefits, Harms, and Qualities of Water: Three Perspectives on
Hydraulic Engineering During the Two Han Dynasties

The early imperial period of Chinese history saw the construction of an
unprecedented number of dikes, dams, canals, and irrigation systems throughout the
empire. Students of early China long ago rejected Karl Wittfogel’s thesis that these
hydraulic engineering projects both required and strengthened a “despotic” form of
government. They have offered, however, precious few alternative narratives to help
us understand the explosion of interest in water control during the Western Han, Xin,
and Eastern Han. The four centuries that comprise this period not only saw vast
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changes in the scale and purpose of hydraulic engineering projects, but also a
complete transformation in understandings of the very nature of water as a resource
and the capacity of the imperial court to manage it. The sheer geographic and
ecological diversity of the early empires, of course, mean that we can tell no single
story of water and hydraulic engineering during the early empires, a fact that this talk
underscores through an exploration of select cases from received and excavated texts
alike.

Nonetheless, we can still trace an overall shift, one that accelerated in the late
Western Han as the imperial court faced a series of escalating water disasters: from an
carlier concern with the “benefits” (li ) and “harms” (hai) of water, we begin to see
more questions raised about the “nature” (xing) of water itself and whether or not
humans can ever manipulate water without facing potentially disastrous long-term
consequences. The paper closes with a discussion of whether or not this development
can be understood as an early (the earliest?) emergence in human history of a “water
ethic,” to borrow a term from the American environmental historian Donald Worster,
one that stressed accounting for water’s real behavior in specific contexts over time

before making any attempt to manipulate it.
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