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Organized Violent Conflicts over Water Control
in Rural China: The Jianghan Plain, 1839~1979
Jiayan Zhang

Abstract: This article explores organized violent conflicts over water control
in the Jianghan plain, Hubei, central China, from 1839 to 1979. These include

both large-scale conflicts between residents of the upper and lower reaches of the



rivers of the Jianghan plain, or between residents on the opposite banks of the
same rivers, and small-scale conflicts between neighboring polders or villages or
clans. The organizers of these conflicts were usually men with military experi-
ence or were community leaders, such as clan leaders and village cadres. Their
methods of organization included issuing flyers, establishing (illegal) dike bu-
reaus, and mobilizing members of a whole village or clan. These kinds of organ-
ized violence over water control were civil actions involving villagers struggling to
protect and promote their interests, not revolutionary action aimed at overthro-
wing the government. In the pre-1949 era, the government usually responded to
such conflicts slowly and passively; in the post-1949 era, the government has re-
sponded quickly and actively. As a result, organized conflicts over water control
occurred more often and were more violent in the pre-1949 era. This demon-
strates that the occurrence of organized violent conflicts caused by human nature
and environmental issues are not necessarily related to a sociopolitical form and its
change, but their scope and frequency are determined by state control.

Key words: organized violent conflicts, water control, the Jianghan plain,

rural China
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