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Abstract 

This article analyzes the role of collective memory in shaping mobilization for river protection in Peru and Pakistan. 

The question around which the discussion revolves is: how do riverine communities remember their past with their 

rivers when they are diverted, dammed, and polluted? This paper brings two cases from Pakistan-administered 

Kashmir and Iquitos, Peru. In both cases, local and indigenous communities remember their rivers with memories of 

losses of their interaction with the rivers. Drawing on Halbwachs' work on collective memory and the emerging 

debate on riverhood, the paper analyzes the data collected through ethnographic fieldwork along the River Neelum 

and the Amazon and Nanay Rivers in Peru. The comparison of both case studies shows that reasons to river 

degradation in both cases varies, but the political function of memory-based resistance is the same and comparable. 

Keywords: Collective Memory, River Protection, Riverhood, Muzaffarabad, River Neelum, Iquitos,  Amazon and Nanay 

Rivers, Peru 

Introduction 

ivers around the world are being exposed to mega developmental projects from the States to meet 
economic ends at the cost of environmental degradation. These developments include hydel power 
projects, mining and poultry industries, bridges, reservoirs, etc., that not only deteriorate rivers but are 

also impacting the communities living along them. Mega infrastructural projects affect landscape change, 
displacement, and human-river relationships together, not separately. Across the literature, various studies show 
that dams, diversions, and urban megaprojects reengineer river flows and surrounding land while also disrupting 
livelihoods, cultural practices, place-based identities, and historical relationships to the rivers (Anderson et al., 
2019; Boelens et al., 2023; Winemiller et al., 2016). Therefore, conceptualizing rivers as mere physical or 
hydrological entities is not enough; rather, they are widely discussed as an important part of social, cultural, 
ecological, and emotional relations.  

For local and indigenous communities living along the rivers, rivers are not just a source of water—they 
are centers of memory, belonging, spirituality, childhood, livelihood and collective identity (Buenafe et al., 2024; 
Nowak et al., 2024). For instance, the Ganges in India is revered as sacred, while the Amazon in Latin America 
is central to the sacred cosmologies of the indigenous communities (Jackson et al., 2022; Kumar, 2017). 
Whenever rivers are dammed, polluted, or diverted, the loss is not only relevant to the river but also to 
communities, that lose their past relations, emotions, seasonal rhythms, and social spaces. These communities 
began experiencing the dual loss of their environment and the historically built cultural and emotional bonds 
that underpin their attachments to these rivers (Anderson et al., 2019; Jackson, 2021). 

Existing scholarship on river defense movements discusses hydropower politics, water justice and 
indigenous environmental justice and argues that rivers become important sites of contestation between 
developmental agencies and local ecological relations (Boelens et al., 2023; Fox et al., 2017; Winemiller et al., 
2016; Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2017). However, less attention has been paid to how collective memories of rivers 
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have become a resource through which riverine and indigenous communities narrate environmental loss, 
construct shared identities, and mobilise for river protection across geographically different contexts. Most 
studies focus either on single case studies or on the impacts of developments on rivers. This paper addresses 
this gap by bringing two cases from the Global South: The River Neelum in Pakistan and the Nanay and Amazon 
Rivers in Peru.  

The comparison does not claim that both contexts are identical. In Muzaffarabad, central ecological 
disruption is related to the hydropower project that diverted the river, whereas in Iquitos, the prominent cause 
of river degradation is illegal mining in the river. This research is exploring how riverine communities have 
interacted with their rivers over time?. How have developments on and along rivers impacted those 
relationships? And how are collective memories mobilising communities for river defence? In doing so, the 
paper's contribution is at three levels. Firstly, it uses collective memory for river activism as a central analytical 
lens. Secondly, the paper treats ‘riverhood’ not as limited to river communing but as a phenomenon of lived 
experiences.. Thirdly, it compares cases from the Global South and shows that collective memories of rivers 
are not confined to the local, but their political functions are translocal. In these cases, memories are not merely 
collections of the past; rather, they can be used to name contemporary ecological injustice and to reimagine 
future river protection struggles in the Global South.  

 

Theoretical Framework: Collective Memory, Riverhood, and Environmental Justice 

This paper uses collective memory as a central theoretical lens. According to Maurice Halbwachs  (1992), 
memory is not something stored in an individual's past; rather, it is organized through the shared experiences 
of a social group. Riverine communities, when sharing something about the rivers, never share their personal 
experiences; they narrate a shared past in which river, livelihood, childhood, spirituality, seasonal rhythms, and 
collective identity are included. That is why river memories hold political importance: they create awareness of 
what the river used to be, what it has become, and what needs to be restored.  

Collective memory is closely linked to place attachment. Place attachment refers to the emotional, cognitive, 
and social bonds that develop between people and a particular environment. It is fundamentally defined as the 
cognitive-emotional bond that forms between individuals and their important settings, emerging as a common 
human experience with significant implications for well-being (Escalera-Reyes, 2020; Scannell & Gifford, 2017; 
Velasco & Sutton, 2025). With rivers, these attachments are built through repeated everyday practices such as 
fetching water, sitting along the riverbank, fishing, bathing, travelling, praying, telling stories, and experiencing 
seasonal changes. When the rivers were degraded, these attachments have also been disturbed. For riverine 
communities, the disturbances are not merely ecological damages, but a threat to their shared way of life along 
the rivers.  

The concept of riverhood deepens this discussion. According to Boelens et al. (2023), riverhood does not 
treat rivers as commodities or resources; rather, it provides a framework for understanding rivers as socio-
natural entities. Riverhood helps us understand that rivers are embedded in human and non-human relations, 
their cultural meanings, ecological flows and political struggles. In this paper, riverhood is combined with 
collective memories, where memories explain how riverine communities live, feel, and remember rivers, 
whereas riverhood focuses on why rivers cannot be limited to a material being or a water channel.  

Building on this, environmental justice, as conceptualized by Schlosberg (2004), extends beyond 
distributive equity to encompass recognition, contribution, and capabilities. For riverine communities, justice 
is not limited to access to water or to compensation in the form of land and cash; it is also seeking the 
recognition of their memories, cultural meanings, and ecological concerns (Chaves & Weißermel, 2024; Katic 
et al., 2026). In the cases of Pakistan and Peru, the primary demands of local and indigenous communities are 
not to treat rivers as sites of infrastructure; rather, they must be seen as living social-ecological beings with 
which people hold long-lasting relations.   
 

Case Study Context 

Neelum River in Muzaffarabad 

Muzaffarabad is the capital city of Pakistan-administered Kashmir, which is developed around the confluence 
of the River Neelum and the River Jhelum. In the city of Muzaffarabad, the River Neelum is the center of local 
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ecology, a source of pleasant weather, a part of people’s social life, and an important part of everyday practices. 
After the construction of the Neelum Jhelum Hydropower Project, the river was diverted through tunnels, 
resulting in reduced water flow in the stretch that was flowing through Muzaffarabad; springs have dried up, 
there is a pungent smell, pollution, and disruption to people’s daily lives along the river.  

 

Figure 1 
Map Illustration of Muzaffarabad, AJ&K 

 
In the case of the Neelum River, memory is a central element that reflects the river's flow before diversion, social 
gatherings, daily water use, and healing practices associated with it. Respondents remember the river as such an 
entity that used to organise the life of the city and the social life of people living along it. After diversion, a 
strong sense of loss emerges in their narratives. The river has lost its sound, the water has been contaminated, 
the springs are dried, and the experiences of gathering along the river have changed forever.  
 

Nanay and Amazon Rivers in Iquitos 

Iquitos, Peru, is the world's largest city without any road access, reachable only by air or boat (Hausmann et al., 
2022; Wilson, 2025). Nanay River is a source of locals’ drinking water, everyday life, mobility, childhood 
memories and is important for indigenous cosmologies, whereas the Amazon River is also part of the wider 
ecological and cultural landscapes (Athayde et al., 2025; Dupuis, 2022; Vildosola et al., 2022). The respondents 
in Iquitos remember rivers as sources of drinking water, food, mobility, childhood, family gatherings, and sacred 
stories. Due to pollution and contamination, anxiety and loss have become elements of river relations.  
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Figure 2 
 
Map Illustration of Iquitos, Peru 

 
The case of Peru is different from Neelum's, as the issue is not diversion but extractive threats, pollution, water 
contamination, and the disturbance of sacred ecological relations. The respondents' narratives show that Nanay 
and Amazon are not merely ecological systems but lived realities. Rivers are the places of children's playgrounds, 
family gatherings, stories of sacred beings, and a source of daily drinking water. That is why, when pollution 
and mining took over the rivers, the lives of the people associated with Nanay and the Amazons have shrunk.  
 

Methodology 

This research is based on a qualitative and comparative ethnographic approach. Ethnography deals with the in-
depth understanding of lived experiences of individuals and communities, offering insights into the collective 
memories and place-based attachments that shape environmental activism (Bailey, 2021; Gray, 2002; 
Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019).  The data were collected in Muzaffarabad, Azad Jammu & Kashmir and Iquitos, 
Peru. Fieldwork in Muzaffarabad was conducted from March to July 2022, whereas in Iquitos, it was done from 
July to September. In both sites, respondents were residents, members of riverine communities, activists, and 
people related to river protection struggles.  In Muzaffarabad, the focus of interviews was memories of the 
people with the River Neelum, its reduced flow, dried springs, life along the river and activism for the protection 
of the river. In Iquitos, the focus was people’s everyday relations with the Nanay and Amazon Rivers, drinking 
water, pollution, childhood memories, and sacred or ecological imaginaries attached to the rivers.  

Participants were identified through purposive and snowball sampling. Snowball sampling is useful in this 
kind of research because access is sometimes gained through river defense activism and local ecological 
knowledge. This technique, commonly used in qualitative research, helps us reach hard-to-reach populations 
by leveraging participants' networks (Atkinson & Flint, 2001; Noy, 2008; Valerio et al., 2016). Initial contacts 
were helpful in reaching the sites of river degradation and community mobilization and in connecting with 
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people who shared detailed experiences of the rivers. Interviews were analysed thematically to identify recurring 
patterns, including daily dependence on water, childhood and leisure memories, sacred river relations, ecological 
loss, and activism. The purpose of the analysis is not to prove that both cases are identical, but to understand 
how, despite the different damages to the rivers, memories are shaping activism for river protection. 
Importantly, the participants' real names are not used; instead, Participant 1, Participant 2, etc. are used. This 
anonymization is necessary to uphold research ethics.  
 

Findings and Analysis: River Memories as Political Resource: 

Rivers as everyday life and embodied dependence 

The first dimension of river memories in both cases relates to daily reliance. Rivers are not only natural spaces, 
but they are also a source of collective memory and culture, deeply rooted in the lives of communities who rely 
on the river for their life (Brierley, 2020; de Souza et al., 2025; Gaudette & Germain, 2026). Participant 1 said, 
"Prior to the diversion, local streams and springs were a daily part of our lives, but since the construction of 
tunnels, these have lost the same significance as before.” This is not to suggest here as complaints on the basis 
of fewer springs or streams. The springs and streams are there because of the river, which was an informal but 
vital component of people's lives.   

Similar responses were observed in Iquitos as well. Participant 2 presented the water of the river Nanay as 
drinking water. They did not see the water in the glass on the table as a commodity but as a direct relation with 
the river. Therefore, if the residents of Iquitos say the water of Nanay is now contaminated, this is no longer a 
contamination problem but a problem of trust. The river on which people used to rely has now become the 
source of anxiety. 

This comparison shows that the degrading rivers can take place in different material forms. In the case of 
River Neelum, diversion and reduced flow were the major concerns that came up, whereas in Iquitos, the concerns 
revolve around the issues of water quality and pollution. The common thing is, in both cases, people understood 
the river as something embedded in their daily lives. Memory played an important role here, which emphasized 
that river degradation is no longer an abstract change; it is a kind of loss that is directly associated with people's 
lives. These pathways have not only been depicted in shaping traditions, livelihoods, and resistance; they have 
shaped the struggle against environmental injustices over generations. 
 

Childhood, leisure, and social memory 

Another way of thinking about river memories is in terms of childhood, leisure, and social memory of 
belonging. Participant 3 in Muzaffarabad mentioned his meeting with his friend, the flow of the stream, the 
sound of the stream, and experiencing the cool breeze. Here, this memory is not only nostalgia, but it means 
that the river was a social space where people lived. The people who live along the river lose their shared space 
when the river is no longer attractive due to smell, low flow, and pollution.   

The childhood memories were even more vivid in Iquitos. Participant 4 described how the children of Iquitos 
have been playing at the banks of the Amazon and Nanay Rivers since their childhood. They are very difficult 
to keep away from the river. Adults remember their childhood along the rivers and, at the same time, consider 
the rivers unsafe for their young ones. So, in both cases, riverbanks and river water were the spaces of social 
reproduction. Families, friends, and children organize their social relations around the rivers. That is why river 
degradation is not merely ecological change; rather, it is a rupture of social memory and intergenerational 
continuity. The comparative contribution here translates the river memories of childhood and social belonging 
into a political language that lays the groundwork for a struggle for river protection. 
 

Sacred, living, and affective rivers 

At both sites, rivers have also been remembered as living or sacred entities. In Muzaffarabad, Participant 5 
described the sound of the river as a form of sleep therapy. It was uttered as a sensory memory that shows 
human-river intimacy. When the soothing sound of the river vanished after the diversion of the river, for the 
participant, it is not only that sound that changes or fades away; it is the affective relation that collapses. 



71 of 77 

Collective Memory of Rivers and Dispossession: Activism in the Global South 

Vol. IX, No. II (Spring 2026) 

Participant 6 in Iquitos shared a story of a pink dolphin to explain the river cosmology. According to their 
narratives, rivers are not just water flowing around the city but spaces of sacred beings, fear, respect, and 
spiritual imagination. For outsiders, their stories might be myths, but for the communities living along rivers, 
the stories of the rivers define the sacredness and moral boundaries of the rivers and their people. In this way, 
river memory is essential to the registers of both the ecological and spiritual being of the rivers.  

This is a strong comparative point, as the quality of life along the Neelum River comes through the river's 
sound and flow, whereas in Iquitos, the sacred qualities of rivers live in stories, indigenous cosmologies, and 
water beings. Both cases do not treat the river as an object, but rather as a relational entity that holds relational 
memory and a strong presence in the daily lives of the communities living along it. 
 

Contamination, absence, and the memory of loss 

The respondents of the research narrate the river degradation in the language of absence and contamination. 
In Muzaffarabad, the absence means reduced flow, a lack of sound, dry springs, and a decline in life along the 
riverbank. Participant 7 talked about the healing properties of the river water, which was considered so clean 
that people even bathed in it to heal. But now, the muddy color and bad smell have become a risk. People are 
afraid of getting a disease. This is how people interpret the changed river now. This memory is based on past 
purity and present contamination.  

In Iquitos, contamination and pollution recurred in the narratives of both Participants 2 and 4. Participant 
6 revisited his family gatherings and childhood fun at the riverbanks when they were clean. In this way, 
pollution, being a material fact, also produces an emotional withdrawal.  People have started moving away from 
the spaces where their memories are tied. Importantly, memory has become environmental evidence. 
Communities did not talk about the scientific testing of water; rather, they relied on smell, color, taste, sound, 
physical appearance, and riverbank practices to detect ecological changes. These sensory memories act as moral 
evidence for activism or struggle for river protection.   
 

From memory to river defence activism 

Collective memories shape activism when riverine communities mobilise their past river relations against today's 
injustice. In Muzaffarabad, the river defence narratives present the Neelum River as the centre of environmental 
and cultural life. The Save River Save Muzaffarabad movement not only demanded the revival of water in the 
River Neelum but also the recognition of voices of the people of Muzaffarabad. Whereas in Iquitos, Participant 2 
and Participant 4 stressed river water as core and continuity of their life. Rivers, a socio-natural entity, are part 
of the sacred world where humans live along with their ecology. The shared memories collectively made the 
activism for a moral cause as well, along with defending rivers from pollution and threats of destruction. The 
riverine communities claim not only their rivers back but the relationship they used to have with their rivers. 
The activism began when that relationship was disrupted, demanding recognition, river flow, clean water, a 
sense of belonging, and local claims on the rivers. 
 

Dispossession and Activism: A Comparative Discussion 

The argument which this research claims is that the impacts and river degradation in both cities are not similar, 
but the role of collective memory is comparable. In the case of Muzaffarabad, the river is remembered through 
collective memories of reduced flow of water in the river, clean water springs, increasing city temperature, 
pungent smell, and loss of river sound. On the other hand, in Iquitos, the memories of pollution and 
contamination, no more bathing and family gathering, and sacred river stories have become the ways to 
remember the river. In this way, memory does not only explain the river degradation or damage to the 
environment, but shows the extent of dispossession, belonging, and disturbed human-river relationships. 

 Critical water scholarship and contemporary debates on human-river interactions incorporate this 
discussion.  Anderson et al. (2019) and Jackson et al. (2022) emphasize that to understand rivers, it is necessary 
to consider the social relations, relational values, rhythms, and meanings revolving around the rivers. The 
contribution of this paper is that it adds collective memory explicitly to the relational river debate. Here, along 
with the river, the relational is not only the present practice but also the remembered past, sensory experience, 
and intergenerational narratives as well.  That is why, whenever there are changes to the river flow, smell, color, 
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taste, or change, the physical environment does not change solely; rather, their remembered river-world also 
gets disturbed.  

This paper is also an important contribution to the literature of collective memory. According to 
Halbwachs, memory is organized in the social framework instead of individual recollection. In this research, 
river memories are working in a similar sense: respondents have shared their personal experiences by connecting 
with the community narratives. In Muzaffarabad, the river sound, cool breeze, springs, and riverbank gatherings 
are not nostalgic feelings for individuals; they have become collective claims that their social life has been 
destroyed by the river. In Iquitos, the water in Nanay, children's fun along riverbanks, pink dolphin stories, and 
memories of sacred water also shape community identity and river activism.  

In the debate on environmental justice, this research contributes by moving beyond distributive justice and 
drawing attention towards recognition, participation, and cultural ecological loss. Schlosberg (2004) has not 
remained confined to distributive justice alone, rather made recognition and capabilities also the central 
elements. Zwarteveen & Boelens (2017) argue that water justice is in the broader historical, cultural, and political 
relations. Both cases in this paper show that demands of the communities are not just about clean water, flow, 
or pollution control but also about river relations, memories, cultural meanings, and recognising local 
knowledge. In this way, collective memory makes environmental justice embodied and historical.  

The concept of riverhood is supportive and plays an important analytical role. It has been discussed in the 
context of socio-natural beings and translocal river defense struggle (Boelens et al., 2023). This research reads 
riverhood through collective memory, which gives an idea that memories from the past galvanize people’s 
involvement in the struggle for river defense (Adams et al., 2024). Here, riverhood is not only playing the part 
of unifying platform for the communities, but also a remembered and narrated relation as well. Rivers exist in 
the memory of local and indigenous communities as living entities, childhood spaces, sacred worlds, and social 
companions. 

The contemporary debates on the New Water Justice Movement also make this comparison relevant. It is 
pertinent to acknowledge and study NWJMs as they challenge the traditional models of water governance 
(Boelens et al., 2023). The focus of this paper is to look into the emotional and mnemonic foundations of these 
movements. It means people participate in the river in these movements because they have a living past with 
the rivers. Collective memory gives legitimacy to their activism. People understand environmental degradation 
by comparison with their remembered past, and this comparison creates moral urgency.  

The comparison in this paper also contributes to the debates of political ecology and environmental 
humanities in the Global South. Both Muzaffarabad and Iquitos are in the Global South, but they have different 
ecological pressures and political histories. The case of Muzaffarabad is connected to hydropower production, 
national development, and energy infrastructure, whereas Iquitos is more connected to pollution, extractive 
pressures, Amazonian water dependence, and indigenous river cosmologies. It is not only about the similarity 
or difference; rather identifies the shared analytical pattern which is river degradation activates memories, and 
memory activates river defence struggles through the languages of cultural and ecological justice.  

Methodologically, the paper argues that environmental change cannot be understood through technical 
indicators. Communities understand the differences with smell, sound, taste, temperature, riverbank routines, 
and childhood memory. This sensory and memory-based knowledge is not the replacement of scientific 
knowledge, but it is complimentary form of environmental evidence. In this way, the paper adds that to 
understand river degradation, it is important to treat remembered landscapes as serious empirical material.  

Overall, from this discussion, this paper comes with its contribution at three levels. Firstly, and theoretically, 
the paper links collective memory to the debates of riverhood and environmental justice. Secondly, and 
empirically, this research comparatively frames together two distant cases from the Global South. Thirdly and 
methodologically, it makes memories, oral histories, and ethnographic narratives so valuable to understand 
environmental activism. In this way, the research adds that river defense struggles cannot be understood as 
policy and resource distribution conflicts or protest politics; rather, they should be understood as defense of 
remembered human-river worlds. 
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Figure 3 

Collective Memory, Dispossession, and Activism in Muzaffarabad and Iquitos 

 
 

Limitations 

This research has some limitations as well. Firstly, fieldwork was conducted at different times with a gap of two 
years in between. Secondly, Muzaffarabad and Iquitos are present on two different continents of the world, having 
distinct histories, cultures, and geographies. The purpose of this paper is not to prove similarities, but to use 
collective memory as an analytical lens. Thirdly, interviews provide qualitative depth but do not claim complete 
representation of riverine communities. Future research in the area should include extended fieldwork, 
community workshops, and participatory mapping to deepen the memory-based river relations. 
 

Conclusion 

The research shows the powerful connection between collective memory, cultural identity and resistance to the 
environment, and it illustrates how memories of the river can be an important political weapon for river 
protection activism. The River Neelum in Pakistan, the Nanay River in Peru, and the Amazon River are examples 
of how rivers are universal and local to communities and identities, livelihoods and histories of resistance. As 
developmental schemes keep disrupting these systems, the communities are learning about the riverine changes 
in collective memory and in narrative.  

The main argument of the paper is that in such cases, memory does not mean ‘nostalgia to the past’ but ‘a 
political frame setting agenda’. Memories recount to the communities what has occurred, what is occurring, 
and how they can interact in the future. The combination of Halbwachs' theory on the collective memory and 
Boelens 'riverhood' concept emphasises how memories are not just memories, but constructions that 
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communities can read and respond to in relation to ecological crises. These frameworks underscore river loss 
as a cultural and existential issue and the need for a holistic river conservation approach. 

 The study is useful for the existing body of knowledge on environmental justice practices and highlights 
the importance of recognizing and protecting the cultural and ecological values of rivers.. It requires policies 
that listen to the voice of local and indigenous communities, prioritizing their memory and attachments in the 
development process. This study offers a prism through which environmental activism can be understood as a 
battle for cultural survival and identity, and a battle for the preservation of the environment.  
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