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Abstract: Amid growing global water crises and heightened attention to sustainable development, water history—an
interdisciplinary field integrating history, anthropology, hydraulic engineering, environmental science, and social policy—is
demonstrating unique academic vitality and practical relevance. This article draws on an in-depth interview with Professor Zheng
Xiaoyun, a renowned scholar and former President of the International Water History Association (IWAH), to systematically
trace his academic journey from China's southwestern ethnic regions to the international scholarly forefront, and to
comprehensively articulate his systematic reflections on the conceptual framework, research paradigms, contemporary
significance, and future directions of water history within the Chinese context.

Professor Zheng's academic foundation is deeply rooted in China. Initially trained in history, he later conducted research on
ethnic histories at the Yunnan Academy of Social Sciences and pursued advanced studies in anthropology at Xiamen University,
thereby developing a multidisciplinary knowledge base. Since the 1980s, through long-term fieldwork among Dai-Tai
communities in Yunnan and Southeast Asia, he focused on water-related practices within rice-cultivation systems. It was during
these ethnographic engagements that he keenly recognized water not merely as a productive resource but as a core element
embedded in local social structures, religious rituals, and cultural identities. This early insight laid the groundwork for his
subsequent shift toward water history. In the 21st century, he actively participated in IWAH activities and, in 2015, became its
first Asian president. Through organizing international conferences, promoting cross-border collaborative projects, and
conducting field visits to over 100 water heritage sites across nearly 40 countries, he successfully introduced Chinese
perspectives into global dialogues on water history.

In the interview, Professor Zheng clearly distinguishes "water history" from traditional "hydraulic history". He emphasizes that
the latter primarily focuses on the technological evolution, administrative mechanisms, and flood-irrigation functions of water
conservancy projects—essentially remaining within the domain of engineering history. In contrast, water history constitutes a
much broader civilizational framework aimed at exploring the complex, multifaceted interactions between humans and water
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throughout millennia. These interactions extend far beyond technology, permeating spiritual beliefs, aesthetic sensibilities, legal
institutions, economic models, and even state governance. Citing the internationally recognized eight research paradigms—
spiritual/religious, aesthetic/recreational, scientific, ecological, engineering, financial/economic, managerial/governance, and legal/
moral—he underscores that water history has transcended disciplinary boundaries to become a crucial lens for understanding the
evolution of human civilization.

Professor Zheng further elaborates on the triple contemporary value of water history research. First, at the practical level,
historical successes and failures of water projects offer irreplaceable lessons for modern water governance. For instance, the
sustainable design principles of "millennium-scale" projects like the Lingqu Canal and Dujiangyan Irrigation System can inform
contemporary infrastructure planning, while ancient projects that collapsed due to ecological or social neglect serve as cautionary
tales, urging holistic thinking today. Second, at the civilizational exchange level, water history reveals deep patterns of
knowledge transmission and cultural integration across civilizations through water technologies, institutions, and ideas. Using the
acequia irrigation system as an example, he illustrates how it spread from North Africa through the Arab world to the Iberian
Peninsula and then, via colonial expansion, to the Americas and Asia—becoming a vivid case of trans-civilizational knowledge
flow. Water thus emerges as a natural bridge connecting a shared human destiny. Third, regarding disciplinary development,
although China possesses one of the world's richest legacies of water history, related scholarship has long been confined within
the narrow framework of "hydraulic history", lacking a macro civilizational perspective. Notably, a comprehensive General
History of Chinese Water Conservancy still does not exist. Advancing water history in China is therefore both an urgent
academic necessity and an integral part of building a philosophical and social science system with Chinese characteristics, style,
and ethos.

Particularly noteworthy is Professor Zheng's reinterpretation of "water engineering" from a water history perspective. He
argues that large-scale hydraulic projects have never been merely technical artifacts; rather, they are complex instruments serving
multiple objectives. They function as tools of state power extension, symbols of cultural identity, and catalysts for profound
socio-economic transformation. Thus, understanding water engineering requires moving beyond technical specifications to situate
it within its specific historical and social context for holistic analysis.

Building on these insights, Professor Zheng proposes four priority directions for Chinese water history research: (1)
Strengthening regional diversity studies to compare the evolving water-society relationships across distinct geographical units
such as the Yellow River basin, Yangtze River basin, Pearl River basin, and southwestern mountainous areas. (2)Deepening the
investigation into the role of water in the formation of Chinese civilization and state governance, particularly how unified
dynasties used hydraulic systems to achieve political integration and resource coordination. (3) Systematically mining China's
historical water wisdom to transform it into public knowledge products that contribute to global water governance and climate
change responses. (4) Promoting the creative transformation and innovative development of water cultural heritage to support
national strategies for ecological civilization, rural revitalization, and cultural-tourism integration.

In conclusion, Professor Zheng Xiaoyun's interview not only traces the trajectory of a Chinese scholar who moved from local
fieldwork to international leadership but also constructs a comprehensive theoretical and practical blueprint for water history
research. He stresses that water history is not merely a retrospective glance at the past but a forward-looking mode of inquiry. At
a time when China is vigorously advancing the construction of a "Beautiful China" and actively participating in global
environmental governance, deepening water history research will not only enhance our understanding of the foundations of our
own civilization but also contribute indispensable Chinese wisdom and solutions toward a harmonious future between humanity
and water.
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