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First impressions never lie (some say), and it is hard to argue against this rash statement when 

holding in your hands this precious, exquisitely crafted book. As I open the hardcover tome, I am

greeted by four photos of river delta landscapes in Asia, North America, Africa, and South 

America (in this order), and each spans across two pages. There is a haunting beauty and stillness

in these photos that remind me of the canvases of the great 19th century German Romantic 

landscape painter Caspar David Friedrich (apologies for this admittedly Eurocentric reading). 

Nature takes centre stage here, with people on the margins, either working in rice paddies (in 

Myanmar), or pictured from behind—as in the Rückenfigur perspective so powerfully deployed 

by C.D. Friedrich—such as in the photo of a mother and child in the Canadian Mackenzie Delta 

quietly contemplating the solemn stillness of the vast icy landscape ahead of them. Later, people 

are more central in the many photos to come, but initially it is in the natural landscape in which 

the reader is immersed and invited to sense an evocation of the passage of time.

To be sure, this is not your ordinary social science textbook. First, the text is in both 

English and German throughout, as we move back and forth between the stories of four different 

world river deltas. Presumably, this language choice can be explained by the DELTA Project’s 

location, based at the University of Cologne in Germany (Franz Krause being the principal 

investigator; the others—Nora Horisberger, Benoit Ivars and Sandro Simon—PhD students 

there; see https://delta.phil-fak.uni-koeln.de/). There is a compelling sense of collective 

achievement in the writing. While there is an “authorship” to these texts, the authors seemingly 

disappear in the stories themselves.
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Second, at 223 pages the book contains beautiful photos, maps, and other illustrations on 

virtually every page—and yet, it holds a radical edge and analysis that reveals itself not in grand 

theoretical claims but in rather subtle ways, as the multiple, intertwined narratives unfold. The 

book’s subject? River deltas. Specifically, it examines everyday life patterns in four river deltas 

in Myanmar (Ayeyarwady), Canada (Mackenzie), Brazil (Parnaíba), and Senegal (Sine-Saloum) 

through short photo essays, biographies, and critical histories. While these deltas are 

geographically dispersed on four different continents and culturally distinct, the authors are keen 

to stress existing commonalities, focusing on the volatile nature of these ever-changing 

landscapes. As the people living at the mouth of great rivers are quoted as saying: “Nature keeps 

remaking the delta.”

We are perhaps accustomed today to read about river deltas as hotspots for climate 

change, sea-level rise, disappearing landmasses and livelihoods. The spectre of the climate 

refugee that threatens international borders is now a common refrain in a wide array of 

arguments about climate-induced displacement and its human rights implications. However, 

Delta Worlds—and here lies the book’s radical edge in my view—enquires about these dramatic 

transformations from the perspective of the delta inhabitants themselves; looking at “Deltas from

the Inside” (p.20), deeply engaging the latter’s perspectives through ethnographic research, the 

results of which are displayed in vivid images and short texts. It soon becomes clear that 

“climate change” is not necessarily the inhabitants’ main concern. There are indeed many other 

problems that residents deal with on an everyday basis. This may come as a surprise to a globally

thinking readership well versed in the doomsday scenarios of the impending climate apocalypse. 

But what this book offers—and in my eyes succeeds at—is an invitation to rethink the “delta 

crisis” from the multiple perspectives of local inhabitants in these volatile landscapes, including 

through their hopes, challenges, and inventiveness.
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This approach is radically refreshing, critical, and informative, oftentimes presenting 

surprising stories (have you ever heard of the practice of “tarping”, in which young folks take to 

ice roads in the frozen Canadian Mackenzie Delta riding a snowstorm on a child’s sled with the 

help of a large tarpaulin catching the wind, while others accompany them in cars to provide light 

and broadcast the ride live on social media?) (p.47). In short, the authors invite us to rethink the 

“delta crisis” and “to shift from abstractions to experiences, from numbers to narratives and from

threatened nature to a living world” (p.27).

One of the main themes in these narratives is the notion of adaption, the creative and 

always inventive adaption to a volatile river delta landscape where “nothing stands still” (p.12). 

As the authors contend, “Water comes and goes, channels freeze and ice breaks up. Permafrost 

thaws, land is washed away and sediments accumulate to form new terrain” (p.24). In the 

Ayeyarwady Delta in Myanmar, for example, the latter has led to the emergence of new alluvial 

islands, where local farmers then plant their crops (p.82-83). Similarly, in the Parnaíba Delta in 

Brazil, sandbanks (croas) form in the water, which over time become inhabitable islands, and 

delta inhabitants adapt to these changes: “The islands are thus always in a process of becoming: 

parts are washed away and reshaped, while other parts build up through further accumulation of 

sand—the only permanence is the movement itself” (p.87).

One particular form of adaptation that dwellers in all four of the examined deltas share is 

to the rhythm of the tides. This is illustrated particularly well in the case of the shrimp fishers in 

the Parnaíba Delta in Brazil. By reading the turbid waters caused by strong tidal forces, they can 

tell when a “shrimp tide” is approaching. That is when they grab their fishing nets, following the 

movement of the shrimp. Yet it is not only the fishermen who set their timetable according to the

tide. The women who sort the catch, the catadores, also plan their day accordingly, waiting for 

the fishermen to return with their catch. The entire work rhythm in the villages thus adapts to the 

tides (p.86-87).
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Similarly in the Sine-Saloum Delta in Senegal, women oyster catchers wait for low tide 

to set in, to paddle their pirogues into the mangrove channels, where they pick oysters from the 

mangrove trunks that are then exposed by the retreating waters. When the tide rises again and 

covers the oysters, they return to their homes, where the catch is often cooked and dried before 

being sold in local markets. This story of the “time of the oysters” is beautifully told (and 

illustrated) in the book through a short biography of Adji Ndong, one of these women oyster 

catchers (p.88-89).

These stories reminded me very much of my own work on the “aquatic space” among 

rural black communities in Colombia, who are to-the-tides-listening-folks in their own right 

(Oslender 2016). Writing about the same population group, the Colombian anthropologist Jaime 

Arocha (1999) describes the adaptive strategies of these communities to an ever-changing natural

environment as bricolage. There as here, these stories of “landscapes in motion” (p.24) show us 

that change is a constant in the lives of delta dwellers. They have vast experience in adapting to 

the constantly shifting conditions of their surroundings. Perhaps, the authors suggest, these kinds 

of experiences should have implications for debates about global climate change. The modern 

illusion of continuity, stability, and safety is upended by the climate change threat. As Tim 

Ingold asks in a short preface to the book, can we learn from the experience of these delta 

dwellers, their resilience and adaptive capacities to an ever-changing landscape? And perhaps 

look for local solutions rather than blindly trust in a global scientific response (p.15). As the 

study of these four river deltas shows, real world scenarios are already highly unstable and fluid. 

Fluctuation has been a way of life in these parts of the world for centuries. We would do well to 

listen to these delta inhabitants. And this beautifully crafted book, conceptually exciting and 

aesthetically extremely pleasing, provides just the right means to do so.
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