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tater connects. /t brings people together, in collaboraƟon as much as in conŇict. Kceans have facilitated co-
lonial expansion, slave trade and globalisaƟon. Zivers have been arteries for the spread of people and ideas, 
and have fuelled upstream-doǁnstream struggles. tater supply and seǁage systems reŇect the poliƟcal 
diīerenƟals of ;disͿconnected households. �nd ǁells and springs draǁ thirsty travellers, animals and pilgrims 
together.

Some observers have claimed that the ǁars of the future ǁill no longer be about oil, but about ǁater. tith 
the availability of clean ǁater declining, both relaƟvely and absolutely, violent conŇicts about this ever-scarc-
er but relentlessly vital substance are likely to increase. Kthers, conversely, have shoǁn hoǁ ǁater issues 
may ũust as ǁell foster unforeseen solidariƟes and neǁ alliances, forging cross-border dialogue on the use 
and protecƟon of common aƋuifers, rivers or seas. tater-related protests and social movements have gar-
nered tremendous global resonance, of ǁhich the mulƟ-ethnic ͚Water Protectors͛ camp opposing the US 
�merican �akota �ccess Wipeline is only one recent eǆample.

tater has also been used to illustrate that distant processes are oŌen inƟmately connected, for instance 
through the accounƟng techniƋue of ͚virtual ǁater͛ that traces hoǁ much ǁater has been used in the pro-
ducƟon of a commodity. ,ere, ǁater is used as a global ͚currency ,͛ a substance eƋuivalent across the planet. 
Kther ǁater uses, hoǁever, defy this image of generalised ǁater, and imply that ǁe should speak of ǁaters 
in the plural, rather than assuming ǁater to be a singular element across conteǆts. 

The privaƟsaƟon and commercialisaƟon of ǁater conƟnues to make headlines, and has led to massive ʹ and 
someƟmes successful ʹ  opposiƟon around the globe. Dany commentators regard the privaƟǌaƟon of formal-
ly municipal drinking ǁater provision as the epitome of neoliberal reform, ǁith devastaƟng conseƋuences 
for those ǁho rely on its provision, especially the less-ǁell-oī consumers. dhese discussions oŌen invoke 
the tension betǁeen treaƟng ǁater as an economic good, or as a human right. &urthermore, buying drinking 
ǁater in bottles is an established pracƟce in Germany and many other places, ǁhich has come under severe 
criƟcism both for divesƟng money aǁay from public ǁater infrastructure and, ǁhere plasƟc bottles are used, 
for contribuƟng to the giganƟc amount of plasƟc ǁaste polluƟng our oceans.   

Such poǁerful connecƟons about, ǁith and through ǁater must not be taken as Įǆed structures, hoǁever. 
:ust as ǁater keeps on moving, evaporaƟng, seeping, freeǌing and thaǁing, these connecƟons are constantly 
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being renegoƟated. /n the booming ciƟes of the Global South, access to drinking ǁater is subũect to rapid 
changes in conteǆts of neǁ legal and illegal connecƟons, poliƟcal favours and lobbies, and an uncontrollable 
infrastructure. /n river deltas around the ǁorld, ǁater regimes transform radically ǁith upstream damming, 
large-scale Ňood control and irrigaƟon infrastructures, unpredictable storm surges and the eīects of local 
hydrological adaptaƟons. �nd the melƟng ice and permafrost in glaciers and �rcƟc regions ũeopardise ǁater 
availability, travel routes and many other aspects of people s͛ lives. 

�s a vital substance, ǁater is an integral part of people s͛ everyday lives and livelihoods. ,oǁ it is involved in 
connecƟng and disconnecƟng people, and ǁhat meanings it acƋuires in those relaƟons, is embedded in the 
ǁider social, economic and ecological conteǆt, ǁhich is simultaneously remade through ǁater discourses 
and pracƟces. tater is everyǁhere. /t has social conseƋuences, as much as society has hydrological conse-
Ƌuences. tater is social, and sociality is ǁatery.

Under the heading of ͚Social tater ,͛ this issue eǆplores the sociality of ǁater and the ǁateriness of society. 
ContribuƟons probe into the various connecƟons and disconnecƟons that ǁater enables and inspires͖ the 
social relaƟons through, about and ǁith ǁater͖ and the hydrological resonances of poliƟcs, religion, ethnicity, 
kinship, and knoǁledge, and other realms of social life. 

Multiple Social Waters
Eumerous contribuƟons illustrate that once ǁe realise that ǁater is social, ǁe also Įnd out that ǁater is not 
merely the single, universal substance, ,2K, that scienƟĮc abstracƟons and economic models might lead us 
to believe. Zather, ǁater is alǁays mulƟple, and ǁe are oŌen best advised to think of ǁaters in the plural, 
rather than of ǁater as a singular essence. 

&rancine van den �randeler, for instance, describes hoǁ a problemaƟc conŇuence of diīerent kinds of ǁater 
in �malacachico, an informal settlement in Deǆico City, makes life diĸcult for its human and non-human in-
habitants. dhis place has a long and eǆciƟng history, for it is comprised of a netǁork of canals originally built 
by the �ǌtecs prior to the arrival of the Spanish colonisers. �lthough recogniǌed as a UE�SCK heritage site, 
local residents conƟnue to struggle for their basic rights including a legal clean ǁater supply and a seǁage 
system. ConservaƟonists are also campaigning for cleaner ǁaters, but for diīerent reasons: the site is home 
to an endangered species, the aǆolotl. �s van den �randeler shoǁs, polluted ǁater, drinking ǁater, ǁaste-
ǁater, Ňoodǁater and the ǁater in ǁhich the endangered aǆolotl lives are all connected in �malacachico, 
but they are not the same ǁaters. Zeferring to all of them by the same term, ,2K, might suggest the ǁrong 
problem formulaƟons and therefore inspire unsuitable attempt to solve them.

&lore >afaye de Dicheauǆ makes a similar point in reference to the Ziver Ganges. She illustrates hoǁ this river 
is more than a single Ňoǁ of ǁater, ǁhich has been recogniǌed even by the eǆplicitly secularist Įrst prime 
minister of /ndia, :aǁaharlal Eehru. dhe author contrasts tǁo imaginaries of a river: one as ͚house ,͛ empha-
sising its physical and measurable dimensions, as economic and scienƟĮc approaches ǁould͖ the other as 
͚home ,͛ emphasising its eǆperienƟal, spiritual and emoƟonal ƋualiƟes, as the inhabitants of its banks, and 
someƟmes even people living further aĮeld, ǁould. >afaye de Dicheauǆ suggests using the concept of the 
͚milieu͛ to understand hoǁ people can simultaneously inhabit both a ͚house͛ and a ͚home ,͛ and to trace hoǁ 
the perspecƟves on the river as either one or the other are the product of diīerent relaƟons betǁeen river 
and people, rather than an intrinsic attribute of either the ǁater or the individual.

Ines Stolpe s͛ contribuƟon provides insights into the mulƟpliplicity of ǁaters in Dongolia, ǁhere tradiƟonally, 
nomadic groups using the same ǁater body ǁould be united as the ͚people of one ǁater .͛ dhis social princi-
ple, hoǁever, does not apply to urbanised Dongolians, ǁho feel no bonds ǁith the other rural-to-urban mi-
grants ǁho share a ͚ ǁater kiosk͛ ǁith them. &urthermore, Stolpe sketches some of the diīerent and changing 
meanings of ǁater in Dongolia, a substance ǁhich has been considered ͚black͛ and ͚impure͛ unƟl recently, 
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and is not to be miǆed ǁith milk, the ǁhite epitome of purity. tith the introducƟon of modern hygienic per-
cepƟons of ǁater, many of these meanings have begun to shiŌ, and people have been adapƟng the related 
ǁater pracƟces. dhese creaƟve reǁorkings, hoǁever, do not obliterate the mulƟplicity of diīerent ǁaters, 
but rather illustrate hoǁ Dongolians navigate in a ǁorld ǁhere ǁater is not one, universal substance. 
 
thile these contribuƟons, and others in this collecƟon, shoǁ hoǁ ǁater is mulƟple, :amie >inton argues 
that even the idea of ͚social ǁater͛ has tǁo rather diīerent connotaƟons, ǁhich may be diĸcult to reduce 
to a common denominator. ZeŇecƟng on his earlier ǁork and recent readings and eǆperiences, he illustrates 
hoǁ ǁater is social in tǁo senses. /n the construcƟvist and poliƟcal ecological sense that he elaborated in 
his book What is Water?, ͚ǁater is ǁhat ǁe make of it ,͛ ǁhere the ͚ǁe͛ is a heterogeneous assembly of oŌen 
conŇicƟng interests and perspecƟves. ,ere he argues, hoǁever, that there is a second ǁay in ǁhich ǁater is 
social, namely in the ǁay that it literally forms part of humans, so that there is no clear disƟncƟon betǁeen 
the inside and the outside, the constructers and the constructed, or the poliƟcal actors and the poliƟcal sub-
stance. dhis ͚essenƟal͛ form of social ǁater must not be taken as an apoliƟcal noƟon, hoǁever. �ccording to 
>inton, it suggests that access to a healthy environment ʹ including ǁater ʹ must be understood as a human 
right rather than the privilege of a feǁ.

 
Connectivity and Infrastructures
� number of contribuƟons illustrate hoǁ ǁater Ňoǁs are shaped by various infrastructures, past and present, 
state-planned, development-aid-funded, locally built, or private-enterprise-Įnanced. dhese infrastructures 
don͛t alǁays ǁork as intended. dhey may be leaky, or eǆceed their purpose, or cause a plethora of uninten-
Ɵonal eīects. dherefore, ǁhen ǁater connects people and places, this connecƟvity is usually a historically 
groǁn and poliƟcally contested relaƟon.

dhe contribuƟon by :eanne &Ġauǆ de la Croiǆ, �dhamũon �shirov, Gulǌat �aialieva, �ibek Samakov and Dokh-
ira Suyarkulova, for eǆample, demonstrates that the connecƟons and disconnecƟons aīorded by the Central 
�sian Syr �arya Ziver have been shiŌing in recent history. Some of these shiŌs have come about through 
large infrastructural proũects like hydropoǁer dams and irrigaƟon schemes, but in spite of all their grandeur 
and catastrophic conseƋuences ;including the disappearance of the �ral SeaͿ, these spectacular infrastruc-
tures leak and are fragile. dhey have been Ɵed to parƟcular poliƟcal and economic conteǆts ;such as the 
Soviet UnionͿ and they easily disintegrate once these conteǆts vanish, aīording yet neǁ connecƟons and 
disconnecƟons in the ruins of the old. dhe authors conclude that a river basin must not be taken for granted 
as a spaƟal enƟty, but rather seen as something that emerges ǁith parƟcular poliƟcal and infrastructural 
arrangements.

Sandro Simon delves into the various infrastructures that inŇuence ǁater Ňoǁs in the <enyan dana �elta. 
,e illustrates hoǁ the ϭϬϬ,ϬϬϬ delta inhabitants make a living by using creaƟve strategies in an environment 
that is marginaliǌed as ͚ǁasteland͛ by the centre of <enyan poliƟcal and economic poǁer. Understanding 
͚infrastructure͛ in its broader sense, as also referring to social, economic, and poliƟcal relaƟons betǁeen 
people, pracƟces and things, the contribuƟon discusses the compleǆiƟes of space in an environment strongly 
shaped by ǁater and its absence. Simon ũuǆtaposes diīerent ;centrally organised and locally improvisedͿ 
infrastructures, including the remnants of a large-scale irrigaƟon proũect, community-built and -maintained 
Ɵdal irrigaƟon canals, and saltǁater blockages. dhereby, he shoǁs hoǁ ǁater Ňoǁs are channelled through 
a ǁide array of past and present social relaƟons and imaginaries.

&ranǌ <rause describes the compleǆ system of historic Ɵmber-ŇoaƟng on the <emi Ziver in &innish >apland. 
,e shoǁs that ǁhile the river Ňoǁs all by itself, it reƋuired a lot of human labour and technology to make it 
into a Ɵmber transport artery. <rause inserts these observaƟons into the discussions about ǁater and infra-
structure, reŇecƟng upon ǁhether the labour and technology turned the river into infrastructure, or ǁhether 
it had alǁays consƟtuted infrastructure, ũust not the kind that large-scale industrial forestry reƋuired. dhis 
contribuƟon concludes ǁith a cauƟonary remark about the burgeoning use of infrastructure, asking ǁhat 
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analyƟcal and poliƟcal eīects it might have to call a river ͚infrastructure͛ rather than another term, and sug-
gesƟng that a river may be ;calledͿ many other things, too.

Large Dams and their Discontents
dhe folloǁing tǁo contribuƟons focus on one parƟcularly prominent form of ǁater infrastructure ʹ the large 
dam ʹ and its social conseƋuences. /nfamous for their displacement of tens of millions of people around the 
ǁorld, large-scale dams have been severely criƟcised for their social, economic and ecological unsustain-
ability. Eevertheless, they conƟnue to be built in many places, oŌen for their purported cost eĸciency or 
for their alleged climate benignity ;in the case of hydroelectricity generaƟonͿ or food security ;in the case of 
irrigaƟonͿ. 

:uan Wablo ,idalgo-�asƟdas, Sytske Susie :ellema, >eonƟen Cremers and &Ġliǆ EarvĄeǌ introduce a documen-
tary proũect in the making. dheir Įlm �bove tater is set in �cuador and shoǁs the conseƋuences of a govern-
mental development proũect for the local populaƟon by focusing on the life and struggles of an �cuadorian 
ǁoman, �ella. She and her family ǁere displaced and strongly aīected by the building of a hydropoǁer dam, 
and noǁ live in betǁeen the dam and a banana plantaƟon that eǆposes them to a contaminated and unsafe 
environment. thile the documentary is sƟll in the making, readers can learn more about the story behind 
the Įlm and ǁatch the teaser, ǁhich gives some visceral impressions of the everyday life of the vicƟms of 
͚progress͛ and the dirty eīects of ͚clean energy .͛ 

>ucigleide Eery Eascimento s͛ contribuƟon takes us to the Eortheast of �raǌil. /t introduces us to the SĆo 
&rancisco Ziver, the basin of ǁhich is home to nearly eight per cent of the �raǌilian populaƟon. dhe river is 
threatened by a combinaƟon of large-scale governmental hydropoǁer developments and the vagaries of an 
unstable climate, ǁhich endangers the enƟre ecosystem and the people ǁho depend on it. �ǆacerbated by 
the ǁithdraǁal and ǁithholding of river ǁater at the dams, droughts along the river aīect large parts of the 
local human and animal populaƟon, leading to hunger and starvaƟon. Kverall, Eascimento paints a rather 
bleak picture of the SĆo &rancisco Ziver, eǆploited for naƟonal development goals and internaƟonal eǆport 
markets, a former ͞ocean river͟ progressively drying up as minimal Ňoǁ regimes are not met. 

/n their collaboraƟve contribuƟon, Simon �orũa, :oel Cabalion, sinod Chahande, :ulien :ugand, Whilippe 
Wereira and �hammasangini Zamgorakh use mulƟple registers ʹ teǆt, images and a song ʹ to illustrate hoǁ 
a current ǁater struggle has deep historical roots. �round the Gosikhurd dam and irrigaƟon proũect in Da-
harashtra, /ndia, they trace on the one hand hoǁ the distribuƟon of ǁinners and losers in modernist ǁater 
proũect mirrors and reinforces older ineƋualiƟes of ǁater access betǁeen high-caste ,indus, and �alit ;loǁ-
casteͿ and �divasi ;tribalͿ people. Kn the other hand, the authors shoǁ the uneƋual distribuƟon of ǁater is 
a strong mobiliser for opposiƟon, ǁhich builds eƋually on a long history of social movements ĮghƟng against 
inũusƟces in the region. tith increasing droughts, polluƟon and a lack of fair distribuƟon of ǁater, ͚&ighƟng 
for ǁater rights is akin to struggling generally to get one s͛ posiƟon in society recogniǌed .͛ 

Water Perspectives and Approaches
thile ǁater infrastructures like large dams thus produce ǁinners and losers, ǁater and ǁater bodies may 
also give rise to parƟcular ǁays of seeing and imagining. Werceiving a place from the ǁater, rather than from 
the land, might provide a rather diīerent understanding of that place. Conversely, looking out on an eǆpanse 
of ǁater can have diīerent social and imaginary eīects that contemplaƟng a vieǁ of the land.

Gerda <uiper takes us on a boat trip to >ake Eaivasha in <enya. ,er descripƟons along ǁith her photographs 
alloǁ us to ǁitness scenes that are invisible from the roadside. dhe lakeside vieǁ is parƟcularly interesƟng, 
she eǆplains, because it alloǁs us to discover the very diīerent economic acƟviƟes and lifestyles pursued 
around the lake, ranging from migrant ǁorker settlements to abandoned Ňoǁer-farm oǁners͛ houses. <uiper 
contrasts her vieǁ from the ǁater ;here the undiīerenƟated lakeͿ to the vieǁ from the road on the land, 
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eǆplaining that the tǁo suggest rather diīerent kinds of life: ǁhere the road vieǁ signals separaƟon and 
invisibility of the various acƟviƟes and groups through fences and vegetaƟon, the lake vieǁ suggests interac-
Ɵon, miǆing and visibility. Such diīerences in ͚approach ,͛ <uiper proposes, ǁarrant reŇecƟon in ethnographic 
research. 

diũo Salverda, in his contribuƟon, discusses hoǁ in eǆclusive seaside resorts the vast empƟness of large ǁater 
masses may also facilitate eǆclusivity instead of ũust being appreciated for their aestheƟc nature. tith only 
a horiǌon in the distance, vieǁs of uninhabitable oceans alloǁ aŋuent elites residing in the resorts to ;tem-
porarilyͿ escape from the everyday realiƟes of a ǁorld they share ǁith the less aŋuent. there the ocean is 
imagined as a socially and poliƟcally empty space, and ǁhere it acts as a pragmaƟc barrier to people s͛ move-
ments, it can aīord eǆclusivity to the elites in their seaside resorts. 

Potentialities of Water-Land Mixtures
sery oŌen, ǁater is entangled in social lives not as a pure substance, but as a miǆture ǁith other substances, 
as in marshes, mud, sǁamps, beaches and coastal areas. Some contribuƟons eǆplicitly eǆplore social and cul-
tural dynamics in and through such miǆed matter and suggest that it is parƟcularly in such muddy miǆtures 
that ǁater s͛ life-sustaining potenƟaliƟes are realised.

Caterina Scaramelli s͛ evocaƟve vignettes and images from her ethnographic Įeldǁork in the durkish <ŦǌŦlŦr-
mak �elta pay close attenƟon to diīerent miǆes of ǁater and land in everyday pracƟces of ǁork and house-
holding. dhe delta is saturated ǁith and produces all kinds of ǁater in the conteǆt of people s͛ gardening, 
animal husbandry, dairy processing, rice agriculture and Įshing. dhe life she describes is one of alǁays at-
tempƟng to coordinate diīerent spaƟotemporal dynamics ʹ including those of the ǁeather, plant groǁth, 
religious duƟes and kinship relaƟons ʹ in order to keep up ǁith the delta s͛ rhythms of ǁeƫng and drying.

DaƟan van Soest, subseƋuently, invesƟgates the groǁing pressure on ǁetlands around <ampala, Uganda. 
�ecause the city is eǆpanding, and an emerging middle class is striving for aīordable and pleasant housing on 
the urban fringes, the ǁetlands are shrinking. dhis ũeopardises the regional ǁater resources, as the ǁetlands 
used to Įlter and clean the ǁater. Soest demonstrates hoǁ this process is not random encroachment, but the 
product of a highly problemaƟc land-tenure system ǁith roots in the colonial conƋuest of Uganda. tetlands, 
in this account, Įgure as places of last resort for people ǁho have been eīecƟvely disoǁned, places that are 
unsuitable for predatory real estate developments, and places that noǁ oīer opportuniƟes because they 
had been neglected as marginal lands in former property claims. 

<aleo Sansaa presents a poem that is Įlled ǁith emoƟon and melancholy and evokes feelings of childhood, 
roots and diaspora. Spoiled Children opens up spaces for childhood memories and eǆperiences of transfor-
maƟon by using various metaphors. tater provides striking images in this poem, for eǆample in the form 
of rain and raindrops, ǁhich connect the lyrical persona and the addressee to past and future, to childhood 
and ancestors, to memory and healing. tater also prominently Įgures as ͚mud͛ and as part of the soil, to 
ǁhich people belong. Sansaa evokes the rainy season that produces this mud as a poǁerful, creaƟve event 
of ͚ancestral ǁhispers ,͛ ǁhich may facilitate a postcolonial, diasporic re-aǁakening ;and re-ǁeƫngͿ, a trans-
formaƟve but eƋually painful process, marked by ǁith tears, yet another form of ǁater. 

The Sociality of Flooding 

thereas ǁatery miǆtures may enable agriculture, provide ecosystem services and signify belonging and 
rebirth, the absence or overabundance of ǁater tends to cause crises and catastrophes. dǁo contribuƟons 
deal eǆplicitly ǁith Ňooding, and demonstrate that such events are as social as the Ňoodǁater itself. Zather 
than ͚natural disasters͛ ǁith causes and eīects, as described by hydrology, meteorology, economics, and 
demography, Ňoods are also shaped by historically groǁn social and infrastructural elements ʹ they are eǆ-
perienced, remembered and combatted by socially and culturally situated people.
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>ukas >ey has contributed a teaser ʹ both in teǆt and video form ʹ about a phenomenon called ͚rob͛ in the 
/ndonesian city of Semarang. Zob is caused by Ɵdal Ňooding of a river that is actually a seǁage canal, haunt-
ing one district of the city ǁhile draining ǁasteǁater out from the urban centre. /n ǁriƟng and in video, >ey 
illustrates that rob is not ũust a matter of rising ǁaters. Zather, this irritaƟng and dangerous Ňood it is about 
Ɵdal rhythms as ǁell as about the residents͛ sense of cleanliness and resilience͖ about land subsidence and 
colonial legacies of canal digging͖ about the poliƟcal ecology of drainage and the sense of Ɵme and purpose͖ 
about environmental degradaƟon, climate change and urban planning. /n short, rob is a cultural, poliƟcal and 
social phenomenon as much as it is the rising of Semarang seǁage into people s͛ homes.
 
&olloǁing on from this, Watricia :. Zeƫg eǆplicitly argues against the tendency to reduce Ňoods to physical 
events eǆpressed in numerical accounts ;amount of ǁater, intensity of rainfall, cost of damage, etc.Ϳ. /nstead, 
ǁith her story of the ϭϵϳϲ Ňash Ňood in the �ig dhompson Canyon, Colorado, US, she suggests that human 
memories and narraƟves can provide an account that ͚inspires true understanding and empathy͛ of such an 
event. Zeƫg s͛ story is based on a ǁealth of archival material, including recorded accounts/intervieǁs, avail-
able online at ͚dhe �ig dhompson &lood CollecƟon͛ in Colorado State University s͛ digital archives, and proves 
the value of such collecƟons. /n this case, part of this value lies in the material s͛ ability to evoke and recon-
struct the mulƟple dimensions of a Ňood, including the emoƟons, stories, hopes, fears, and eǆplanaƟons that 
people had during and aŌer the catastrophe. Zeƫg emphasises that the account also ͚shoǁs us the impact 
of unpreparedness ,͛ suggesƟng that people might learn from such accounts. /ndeed, the �ig dhompson &lood 
led to an improvement of disaster ǁarnings and communicaƟons, recovery procedures, and local Ňoodplain 
regulaƟons across the US. 

Negotiating Fishing and Water Rhythms
/f ǁater comes and goes, someƟmes more regularly and at other Ɵmes less so, the same is true for Įsh and 
other aƋuaƟc life. dhese rhythms have implicaƟons for the Įshing pracƟces of the people ǁho depend on the 
ǁaters and Įsh, ǁhich oŌen involves not unproblemaƟc matters of adaptaƟon and resonance, and comes 
ǁith various hardships and tensions.

Douaǌamou �hmadou and Sarah >aborde s͛ short Įlm about canal Įshermen in the >ogone &loodplain in 
Cameroon illustrates both the ingenuity of this parƟcular Įshing techniƋue and the social tensions that can 
develop around it. �uring the dry season, people ǁork strenuously to dig canals through the riverbank, con-
necƟng the river to the Ňoodplain beyond. doǁards the end of the ǁet season, these channel the Ňoodǁater, 
along ǁith the Įsh that have hatched and groǁn in the Ňoods, back into the river. dhrough a carefully con-
structed and Ɵmely inserted trap, the Įshermen catch large numbers of Įsh ǁith this techniƋue. Some years 
bring abundant Ňoods and Įsh, others bring no Ňoods, and therefore no Įsh either. �ut this very successful 
Įshing model has spread so much that the increasing number of canals has fuelled compeƟƟon and tensions 
among established canal oǁners and neǁcomers. thile these are mostly non-violent, rival canal oǁners 
freƋuently accuse one another of using magic and poison to guide Įsh into one canal rather than another.

Dichael sina eǆplores the mulƟspecies relaƟons that make up coastal communiƟes in �cuador. ,is contri-
buƟon shoǁs hoǁ the interacƟons betǁeen �l EiŹo, precipitaƟon, Įsh populaƟons, mosƋuitoes, pathogens, 
and tradiƟonal and state-induced infrastructures form a rhythmic and unstable ǁhole that includes humans 
and their preferences, eǆperiences and pracƟces, but is not limited to them. � regionally parƟcular form of 
driǌǌle, in this vieǁ, is not only a meteorological phenomenon, but a part of local subũecƟviƟes and histories, 
ǁhich are not easily replaced by ;repeatedly emptyͿ state promises of modern piped ǁater ʹ a situaƟon that 
has proven beneĮcial for the coastal communiƟes, as sina elaborates.

 
Communicating Social Water
�s a number of contribuƟons in this issue suggest, hoǁ ǁe approach ǁater oŌen depends on the cultural 
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conteǆt in ǁhich ǁe have groǁn up. &rom a young age ǁe may have learned about the needs and/or dangers 
of ǁater, or hoǁ to navigate an abundance or shortage of ǁater in our lives. zet ǁith large-scale technical 
proũects that harness the might of ǁater, such as dams, and also because of global climate change, many peo-
ple ǁill probably have to relearn about the place of ǁater in their lives. /n urbanised and compleǆ socieƟes 
ǁhere relaƟons ǁith ǁater are increasingly obscured, this may mean they virtually have to start from scratch 
again. �ccess to tap ǁater is aŌer all oŌen taken for granted, ǁith little knoǁledge about the infrastructure 
behind it. /n the case of seǁage systems, many eƋually refrain from ǁondering ǁhere their ǁaste ends up ʹ 
though for better or for ǁorse, the groǁing attenƟon to the ͚plasƟc soup’ dumped in our oceans may raise 
aǁareness that the ǁaste doesn͛t ũust disappear. 

te are ǁitnessing an increasing number of iniƟaƟves aimed at educaƟng local populaƟons about ǁater in 
all its variety, addressing the shortcomings of eǆisƟng knoǁledge and meeƟdng the challenges that may lie 
ahead. dhis might take the form of a university course ǁith a vieǁ to prepare social anthropologists for ǁork 
in the ǁater sector͖ an art and design eǆhibiƟon aiming to raise aǁareness of a city s͛ ͚hidden hydrology’, or 
an out-of-school centre teaching schoolchildren about the urban ǁater cycle. /n Cologne, for eǆample, ǁhere 
the editors of this collecƟon are based, the Cologne tasserschule ;tater SchoolͿ, established in ϮϬϭϭ, oīers 
children from a young age the opportunity to learn about drinking ǁater, ǁasteǁater treatment, the ecology 
of streams in and around the city, the Ƌuality of ǁater, and Ňood protecƟon. /n collaboraƟon ǁith the rele-
vant insƟtuƟons, the school hopes that about ϳ,ϬϬϬ local children per year can obtain a better understanding 
of the role and circulaƟon of ǁater in their lives. �ssuming that many children lack an eǆperience and under-
standing of ǁater Ňoǁs beyond the tap and drain, the idea of the tasserschule is to create opportuniƟes for 
schoolchildren to reconnect ǁith the otherǁise hidden and unknoǁn aspects of ǁater infrastructure, ǁater 
cycles and ǁater ecology in and around Cologne. 

dhe tǁo Įnal contribuƟons in this collecƟon provide eǆcellent eǆamples of other iniƟaƟves that share eǆperi-
ences of communicaƟng the insights of the sociality of ǁater and the ǁateriness of society to diīerent pub-
lics, and of applying some of those insights in non-academic seƫngs. �ouglas DcZae documents an inter-
venƟon in an increasingly urbanised ǁorld ǁhere people s͛ direct dependence on ǁater is oŌen obscured. ,e 
noƟces that city inhabitants only realise their relaƟon ǁith ǁater in moments of scarcity ;periods of droughtͿ 
or overabundance ;ŇoodingͿ. /n SĆo Waulo, �raǌil, as his contribuƟon nicely demonstrates, a collaboraƟve 
eīort by researchers and designers is intended to counter this lack of knoǁledge. dhrough an eǆhibiƟon com-
bining history, geography, ecology, and visual art, they aim to communicate a vision of the city s͛ hydrological 
realiƟes. dhe eǆhibiƟon reaǁakens, as DcZae calls it, the ͚aƋuaƟc memory of the city .͛ dhis is to recreate an 
aǁareness of ǁatersheds and ǁater Ňoǁs in the city, and enable people to reconnect ǁith hidden and built-
over rivers in order to reverse their polluƟon and mistreatment. 

&inally, resonaƟng ǁith the professional background of many of this issue s͛ contributors, <arlheinǌ Cless 
shoǁs that at the university level too, social ǁater is an increasingly prominent subũect. ,e reports about the 
research and teaching around ǁater at the �epartment of Social and Cultural �nthropology of the University 
of &rankfurt, Germany. ,e details some of the contribuƟons and Įndings from the internaƟonal ǁorkshop 
that the department held to inaugurate this Įeld, and he describes a course on ǁater commercialisaƟon that 
he has been teaching. /n his teaching and research, he places parƟcular emphasis on the ubiƋuity of society 
and culture in ǁhat might otherǁise pass as ͚technical͛ ǁater relaƟons, such as infrastructure and privaƟsed 
ǁater provision. Cless s͛ ǁork also foregrounds that a ͚social ǁater͛ perspecƟve is valuable not only in aca-
demia, but also in applied Įelds like development cooperaƟon and ǁater uƟliƟes, among others.

te can only applaud iniƟaƟves like these. /n a ǁorld ǁhere concerns about ǁater become ever more prom-
inent, such educaƟonal iniƟaƟves may help us grasp that ǁater is part and parcel of our social and poliƟcal 
relaƟonships, of economic distribuƟons and dependencies, and of cultural meanings and imaginaries. >earn-
ing about this eǆciƟng substance that ǁe cannot live ǁithout must not stop at its physical characterisƟcs͖ ǁe 
must also become aǁare of hoǁ this Ňuid and ephemeral material is implicated in the very consƟtuƟon of 
our social and cultural ǁorlds. 
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