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This article presents an anthropological analysis of the transformation of
Rasht’s environmental landscape through an ethnographic study of the
Zarjoub and Goharrood rivers in northern Iran. Historically, these rivers were
integral components of the city’s ecological, economic, social, ritual,
sensory, and narrative life. Fishing, transportation, trade, artisanal
production, neighborhood formation, recreation, rituals, oral traditions, and
everyday interactions were closely connected to the riverine landscape. The
rivers also linked Rasht to Pirbazar, the Anzali Lagoon, and the Caspian Sea,
locating the city within a broader aquatic and cultural network. The research
draws on ethnographic fieldwork, participant observation, observation
grounded in lived experience, interviews with residents of river-adjacent
neighborhoods, urban specialists and other stakeholders, oral history, and
historical documents. It argues that the present condition of the Zarjoub and
Goharrood should be understood not merely as water pollution but through
the concept of River Death: a multidimensional process involving
ecological, sensory, narrative, mnemonic, ritual, economic, social, and moral
decline. The findings show that biodiversity loss, deteriorating water quality,
transformations in smell, sound, color, and landscape, erosion of collective
memory and local narratives, ritual deactivation, loss of knowledge
concerning the historical river economy, and exclusion of rivers from
everyday urban life collectively constitute river death. Weakened
intergenerational transmission of environmental heritage also produces
heritage injustice, whereby younger and future generations are deprived of
environmental, cultural, sensory, and mnemonic resources available to
earlier generations. River death is further conceptualized as ecological time
stoppage, occurring when recurrent relationships among water cycles,
species, occupations, rituals, memories, and sensory practices are disrupted.
River restoration therefore requires more than engineering intervention; it
also demands ecological rehabilitation, revitalization of cultural memory and
sensory relationships, environmental ethics, heritage justice, and meaningful
public participation.
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Introduction

Rivers are ecological systems, cultural landscapes, sensory environments, historical archives,
and social spaces. Communities live with rivers through work, mobility, memory, narrative, ritual,
sensory perception, economic exchange, and encounters with nonhuman species. Rivers therefore
participate in the production of place, identity, belonging, and historical consciousness. When a
river is radically degraded, not only ecological quality but also relationships connecting humans,
nonhumans, landscapes, memories, and cultural practices are lost.

Rasht, the historical urban center of Gilan, developed through a close relationship with the
Zarjoub and Goharrood rivers. These waterways once formed part of an aquatic network linking
Rasht to Pirbazar, the Anzali Lagoon, and the Caspian Sea. Boats transported people and
commodities, while fishing, tanning, pottery production, leather-related occupations, washing,
swimming, and recreation contributed to a complex river economy. Several neighborhoods acquired
their identities and names through waterways, landing sites, crafts, commercial activities, and river
flow.

The rivers were also embedded in ritual and narrative systems. Seasonal and New Year practices
were associated with rivers and riverbanks, while swimming and other river-based activities could
function as informal forms of adolescent socialization and initiation. Local narratives, fairy beliefs,
and mythological representations situated the rivers within a broader vernacular cosmology.
Windows formerly opening toward rivers were closed because of unpleasant smells. Fish,
amphibians, and birds declined or disappeared, familiar sounds diminished, boats ceased to connect
Rasht with Pirbazar and the Anzali Lagoon, and river-related occupations increasingly survived
only in oral memory. Rituals weakened, narratives were forgotten, and neighborhood names
became detached from the river economy that had given them meaning.

This article therefore asks: What dies when a river dies? It argues that river death must be
understood as a multidimensional process rather than as a synonym for severe water pollution.

Discussion

The degradation of the Zarjoub and Goharrood cannot be adequately explained through pollution
indices alone. Environmental deterioration transforms the relationship between the city and its
rivers. The concept of River Death integrates several interconnected dimensions of this
transformation.

The first is ecological death, expressed through declining biodiversity, deteriorating water
quality, habitat degradation, and the reduction or disappearance of riverine life. Ecological death is
accompanied by sensory death. A living river possesses a sensory biography composed of sounds,
smells, colors, textures, water movement, vegetation, animals, human voices, and seasonal
variations. In Rasht, many of these markers have disappeared or undergone negative transformation.
Familiar smells have been replaced by odors of sewage and decay; water once experienced as an
attractive landscape has become an image of contamination; and the disappearance of frogs and
birds has produced environmental silence. Sensory transformation is therefore a major way through
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which ecological crisis enters lived experience.

A second dimension is narrative and mnemonic death. Rivers exist not only in physical space
but also in stories, memories, place names, myths, occupational histories, and oral traditions. Their
disappearance creates a rupture in environmental memory. Names such as Sarkh-Band and Sarugh-
Bandan, historically related to the river economy, landing places, flow regulation, or associated
activities, become opaque when the practices underlying them are forgotten. The city may retain
linguistic traces of its riverine past while losing the knowledge necessary to interpret them.

A third dimension is ritual deactivation. Seasonal customs, New Year practices, gendered
activities, and forms of adolescent socialization associated with rivers have declined as polluted
waterways have become increasingly avoided.

A fourth dimension is intergenerational rupture and heritage injustice. Earlier generations
directly experienced rivers through swimming, fishing, boating, work, rituals, animals, sounds,
smells, and landscapes. Younger generations increasingly inherit photographs and stories of
experiences they can no longer reproduce. Environmental degradation therefore creates an unequal
distribution of heritage: present and future generations inherit the geographical river but not the
ecological, sensory, and cultural world associated with it.

These processes converge in what this article calls ecological time stoppage. Ecological time
emerges from recurrent relationships among seasons, water cycles, species, occupations, rituals, and
social practices. When fish disappear, frogs fall silent, boats cease moving, occupations vanish, and
rituals lose their environmental setting, these rhythms are disrupted. Metaphorically, the river’s
clock stops.

River death is consequently relational. Pollution encourages withdrawal from the river;
withdrawal weakens practices and narratives; disappearing memories increase the distance between
younger generations and the river, and diminished attachment may further weaken public
responsibility toward it. Ecological and cultural alienation can thus reinforce one another.

This perspective also expands the concept of sensory heritage. Sensory heritage cannot be
separated from ecology. Sounds depend on organisms and habitats; smells emerge through
ecological and social interactions; and visual landscapes depend on water, vegetation, movement,
architecture, animals, and human presence.

Conclusion

The case of the Zarjoub and Goharrood demonstrates that the death of an urban river cannot be
reduced to contaminated water. A river constitutes a relational world composed of ecological,
sensory, economic, social, ritual, narrative, moral, and mnemonic dimensions. Its death occurs
when these relationships progressively collapse, even when water continues to occupy the riverbed.

The concept of River Death provides an anthropological framework for interpreting this
process. Ecological death concerns habitat deterioration and biodiversity loss; sensory death
involves negative transformations of sounds, smells, colors, textures, and visual experiences;
narrative and mnemonic death involves the erosion of stories, oral histories, mythological
associations, and place-based knowledge; ritual death concerns declining practices connecting
social life with water; social death refers to the disappearance of rivers as spaces of interaction,
recreation, work, and mobility; and moral death becomes visible when the river ceases to be
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regarded as a shared ecological responsibility.

Heritage injustice highlights the intergenerational dimension of this transformation.
Environmental degradation deprives younger and future generations not only of environmental
quality but also of cultural and sensory experiences available to previous generations. They may
inherit accounts of swimming, fishing, boating, rituals, animals, sounds, and river occupations
without being able to experience them directly.

Similarly, ecological time stoppage reveals that river loss is temporal as well as spatial. The
physical river remains, but recurrent relationships among humans, species, seasons, occupations,
rituals, and memories are interrupted. The city consequently loses forms of time historically
organized through its relationship with water.

River restoration therefore cannot be confined to wastewater management, dredging, engineering
interventions, or physical beautification. Such measures are necessary but insufficient. Restoration
should also recover biodiversity and public access, strengthen environmental memory, revive
knowledge of historical river economies, reconnect place names with their meanings, support
intergenerational cultural transmission, and promote participatory environmental governance.

The broader anthropological significance of the Rasht case lies in showing that river decline and
restoration are simultaneously ecological and cultural processes. Evaluating a river therefore
requires asking not only how polluted its water has become, but which species have disappeared,
which sounds have fallen silent, which occupations and rituals have vanished, which narratives
have been forgotten, and which experiences have become inaccessible to new generations.
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1 Missouri River
2 Garrison Dam

3 Lake Sakakawea
4 Mandan

5 Hidatsa

6 Arikara

7 Negative Heritage
8 Adi Ganga River (Kolkata)
9 social relations of rivers
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1 The Temporality of the Landscape — 1993

2 The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill — 2000
3 Being Alive: Essays on Movement, Knowledge and Description — 2011

4 Making: Anthropology, Archaeology, Art and Architecture -2013

5 Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather — 2007

6 Sensory Ethnography
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Figure 1. Methodological Framework
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Image 1. The Former Pattern of Houses by the River and the Present Situation:
Windows and Balconies Facing the Water.
Lab-e-Ab Neighborhood, Mordad 1404 (August 2025)
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