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Water Research and Teaching at the Department of Social and Cultural  
Anthropology, Goethe University Frankfurt
by Karlheinz Cless

tater is a reneǁable resource, ǁhich is universally and generously available. /ts clean, safe and human-
ly usable form, hoǁever, is becoming increasingly scarce, ǁhich leads to the death of millions of people, 
mostly children and disadvantaged. dhis scarcity creates conŇicts over usage, and raises ƋuesƟons about 
control and responsibility. /t provokes debates about human rights and policies for management, and the 
role of communiƟes, governments, global insƟtuƟons and private investments.

te need to better understand usage patterns, aƫtudes and consciousness ǁith regard to ǁater, along ǁith 
the roles played by educaƟon, the medical profession, religion, poliƟcs, legaliƟes, and global organiǌaƟons 
;governmental, charitable, commercialͿ in relaƟon to ǁater supply and consumpƟon. dhis reƋuires a mul-
Ɵdisciplinary approach involving natural, poliƟcal, social and human sciences, from both theoreƟcal and 
poliƟcal Įelds.

tith this in mind Wrof. �r. ,ans Weter ,ahn and the �epartment of Social and Cultural �nthropology  at the 
Goethe University in &rankfurt/Dain researches and teaches around the subũect of ǁater as a life essenƟal, 
its social dimensions, and as a material that connects people, cultures and their global compleǆ entangle-
ments ;,ahn et al ϮϬϭϮ, p.ϮϯīͿ.  

Workshop “People at the Well”

dhe department inaugurated this research focus ǁith a ǁorkshop Ɵtled ͞Weople at the tell. <inds of tater 
and its Usages ,͟ organiǌed by ,ans Weter ,ahn, �epartment of Social and Cultural �nthropology, Goethe 
University &rankfurt, :ens Soentgen, tissenschaŌsǌentrum Umǁelt, University �ugsburg  and <arlheinǌ 
Cless, also from the &rankfurt �epartment, on September Ϯϯ and Ϯϰ, ϮϬϭϬ. dhe event gathered a number of 
highly recogniǌed eǆperts from various disciplines, in parƟcular, as a keynote speaker, Zichard tilk, �nthro-
pologist from /ndiana University, ǁhose research focuses on the US�, test �frica and �eliǌe, ǁho ǁorked 
for UE/C�& and US�/�, and ǁho published ͞�ottled tater. dhe Wure Commodity in the �ge of �randing͟ 
;tilk, ϮϬϬϲͿ. ,e eǆplained hoǁ people in diīerent cultures develop meanings around ǁater, hoǁ ǁater 
develops magic and hoǁ these meanings are used by the bottled ǁater industry to build up the image and 
personality of their brands for markeƟng. ,e criƟciǌed hoǁ this magic is used to commercialiǌe ǁater and 
lead to ǁaste and unnecessary environmental eīects through transport and packaging. &urther parƟcipants 
included, among others, �khil Gupta, Wrofessor of �nthropology at UC>� ;University of California, >os �nge-
lesͿ,  as ǁell as Wetra �Ƃll, Wrofessor of ,ydrology at Goethe University &rankfurt. dhe latter is a contributor 
to the /WWC ;/ntergovernmental Wanel on Climate ChangeͿ at the UE, and added her perspecƟve on cli-
mate-change-related proũecƟons regarding the future supply of rain and ǁater, including regional modeling.
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�mong the contribuƟons ǁere topics such as ͞tater Dagic͟ ;tilkͿ, ͞tater as Substance and Deaning͟ 
;,ahnͿ, ͞�eǁ͟ as a parƟcular form of ǁater ;SoentgenͿ, and ͞sirtual tater and tater &ootprints͟ as a 
phenomenon related to globaliǌaƟon ;DeissnerͿ. ConsumpƟon, producƟon and income generaƟon in Gha-
na ǁere covered by �guavoen and Cless. dhe ǁorkshop topics also covered regional issues from Dumbai 
;�nandͿ, �maǌonia ;,ilbertͿ, and damil Eadu, /ndia ;teiǌͿ. 

dogether they gave deep insights into religious meanings, art, agricultural usages, ǁater management, pol-
iƟcs, control, development, and commercialiǌaƟon. dhey covered rural and metropolitan conteǆts as ǁell 
as ǁater-rich and ǁater-scarce regions. /n this ǁay the ǁorkshop also enabled the parƟcipants to recogniǌe 
numerous regional and interdisciplinary connecƟons.

thile eǆisƟng literature focused primarily on macro perspecƟves, i.e. ǁater poliƟcs, the ǁorkshop and sub-
seƋuent research seeks to better understand the diīerences betǁeen various kinds of ǁater, their speciĮc 
usages, and the resulƟng cultural meanings in culturally speciĮc conteǆts. dhe micro perspecƟve is a pre-
condiƟon in order to properly understand the raƟonality of parƟcular ǁater usages. ,oǁ are diīerent kinds 
of ǁater and their ƋualiƟes perceived͍ ,oǁ are they diīerenƟated and used͍ ,oǁ are cultural diīerences 
inŇuencing percepƟons and usages͍ ,oǁ are such diīerences inŇuencing the usage of mineral ǁater, tap-
ǁater, rainǁater, seaǁater, ǁater from ǁells, treated, boiled and recycled ǁater͍

dhroughout the ǁorkshop, it became obvious that all life is deeply connected ǁith ǁater, and ǁater is 
deeply connected ǁith anthropology. te cannot think of ǁater ǁithout thinking of the people, the ǁays 
in ǁhich they use ǁater, their percepƟons of ǁater, and the resulƟng meanings associated ǁith ǁater. /n 
our ;testernͿ cultures ǁe take ǁater as a given, because ǁe are used to turning on the tap and consuming 
it. te hardly think of its origin and value. te only start thinking about and becoming conscious of ǁater 
ǁhen there is either too much or not enough.

�s all living creatures consist predominantly of ǁater, there is no life ǁithout ǁater. �t the same Ɵme, ǁe 
recogniǌe that ǁater is never ũust ,ϮK. /t is a peculiar substance, ǁhich by itself is not even scienƟĮcally 
fully understood and sƟll subũect of research and debate. �t the same Ɵme, it is alǁays ͞enriched͟ ǁith 
minerals, chemicals, bacteria and viruses, as ǁell as ǁith myths and religious meanings, and loaded ǁith 
posiƟve or negaƟve addiƟons or connotaƟons. dhe contribuƟons to the ǁorkshop ǁere published in an 
edited volume ;,ahn et al. ϮϬϭϮͿ. 

Kver the years up unƟl ϮϬϭϰ, <arlheinǌ Cless concluded his oǁn research in semi-arid regions of Ghana, /n-
dia and China, Įnished his dissertaƟon, and published the results in ͞Denschen am �runnen. �thnologische 
WerspekƟven ǌum Umgang mit tasser͟ ;ϮϬϭϰͿ. /t shoǁs the cultural diīerences in the percepƟon, usage 
and meanings of ǁater, their compleǆ entanglements, and the social relevance of habits and pracƟces. /t is 
also intended to contribute to the appreciaƟon of ǁater and oīer ideas for future research.

Teaching Water Anthropology

Since ϮϬϭϯ the �epartment of Social and Cultural �nthropology oīers a seminar on ǁater under the head-
ing ͞tater is life .͟ Since ϮϬϭϰ the department oīers a seminar Ɵtled ͞tater: Control and Commercialiǌa-
Ɵon .͟ &or the Įrst Ɵme the format includes contribuƟons from outside organiǌaƟons. dhe content of this 
seminar ranges from commercialiǌaƟon, through bottled ǁater and its industry, private vs. public ǁater 
supply, to include proũects of the German development organiǌaƟons, control through dams, and conse-
Ƌuences for the aīected people. /t beneĮts from contribuƟons,  parƟcipaƟon and cooperaƟons ǁith ��&, 
�onn ;https://ǁǁǁ.ǌef.de/ǌeĬomeͿ, ��>d�, University of Cologne ;http://ǁǁǁ.delta.uni-koeln.deͿ, �unde-
samt fƺr Geǁćsserkunde, <oblenǌ ;German &ederal /nsƟtute of ,ydrology, http://ǁǁǁ.bafg.de/�EͿ, /SK� 
;/nsƟtut fƺr Soǌial-Pkologische &orschung, &rankfurt, http://ǁǁǁ.isoe.de/Ϳ, G/� ;GesellschaŌ fƺr /nternaƟo-
nale �usammenarbeit, https://ǁǁǁ.giǌ.deͿ, ,assia Dineralbrunnen ;https://ǁǁǁ.hassia.comͿ and Eestle 
taters ;http://ǁǁǁ.nestle-ǁaters.comͿ.
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Kne central theme underlying the seminar revolves around the process and conseƋuences of ǁater com-
mercialiǌaƟon. �ggravated by climate change and environmental polluƟon, ǁater in its humanly safe, clean 
and consumable form is becoming increasingly scarce. dhis leads to vulnerability, distress, and conŇicts over 
availability, usage and control. tith increasing scarcity, things and materials very generally increase in value 
and in terms of hoǁ much they are appreciated, and oŌen become commodiƟes ǁith prices attached to 
them. dhis process is increasingly happening ǁith regard ǁater. �espite recogniǌing safe drinking ǁater as 
a human right, it is unclear hoǁ this right can be broadly  realiǌed, given to people and achieved by every-
body. ,oǁ far do the responsibiliƟes of governments, EGKs, companies and organiǌaƟons reach toǁards 
attaining this goal, and ǁhere do the responsibiliƟes of individuals, families and communiƟes start͍ �s a 
natural resource, ǁater has to be free of charge or at least aīordable for everybody. �ut ǁhat is a fair price 
or charge for the provision, cleaning, transport, investment in and maintenance of infrastructure to make 
ǁater accessible͍

dhe seminar recently taught at Goethe University has three fundamental obũecƟves. &irst, it enables the 
students to gain a greater appreciaƟon of ǁater as a substance and material, ǁhich in turn is a precondiƟon 
for its careful use and a contribuƟon against its increasing commodiĮcaƟon. &urthermore, it supports the 
parƟcipants in developing an understanding of the cultural dimensions of each and every acƟvity in the 
ǁater sector, and to learn that ǁater usage and provision alǁays has a cultural dimension beyond func-
Ɵonality. &inally, it also has an applied dimension for social and cultural anthropologists. dhe seminar is an 
attempt to open the minds of the students to various Įelds in ǁhich anthropological insight can be useful 
and applied beyond science and academia.

dhe students prepare each session through their oǁn research about the subũect based on literature, pub-
licaƟons,  informaƟon available online and empirical data. dhey present their Įndings for informaƟon and 
discussion. /n this ǁay the parƟcipants are prepared for the eǆpert covering their subũect in the folloǁing 
session. 

Kf parƟcular interest and relevance are the sessions and discussions around dams and their cultural dimen-
sions. �am proũects have typically been discussed in terms of their ecological, Įnancial, control and eco-
nomic beneĮt aspects. Dore recently, cultural aspects including loss of subsistence, territory, knoǁledge, 
and cultural and religious grounding have increasingly been recogniǌed as eƋually relevant. /n this Įeld, it 
is vital to do better research, to understand and consider the cultural traumata of individuals, families and 
communiƟes ǁhile they learn to adopt neǁ lifestyles, professions, and ǁays of living in neǁ environments.
�nother subũect that is generally interesƟng for course parƟcipants has alǁays been the handling of risk 
associated ǁith ǁater, Ňoods, and high or loǁ ǁater levels in and around rivers or river deltas. /t ǁas very 
eye-opening to recogniǌe the culturally diīerent percepƟons and handling of risks associated ǁith Ňoods 
and Ňood ǁarnings, on both an individual and a community level. dhese insights in turn are relevant for 
programs planned and implemented in the conteǆt of internaƟonal development proũects.

� parƟcular feature are ciƟes and agglomeraƟons and their parƟcular challenges for ǁater in society. dhe 
socio-ecological systems and dimensions are changing permanently and reƋuire historical research and 
consideraƟons. Understanding infrastructure historically leads to better cultural understanding of religious 
and ritual forms as ǁell as lifestyles. /n this conteǆt the research of informal settlements and their infra-
structural challenges leads to a better comprehension of communiƟes, social interacƟon, and relaƟons 
betǁeen authoriƟes, bureaucracy and individuals.

� further instrucƟve proũect that is discussed during our visit to /SK� ;/nsƟtute of Socio �cological ZesearchͿ 
is CUs� taters ;http://ǁǁǁ.cuveǁaters.netͿ, implemented in Eamibia to help store, recycle and eĸciently 
use ;through drop irrigaƟonͿ ǁater in semi-arid condiƟons. /n cooperaƟon ǁith the University of �armstadt 
and local authoriƟes, neǁ technologies are implemented and used. Wlanning, cooperaƟon, implementaƟon 
and sustainability involve a deep understanding of local cultures, and eǆperience shoǁs that more ethno-
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graphic research during proũect preparaƟon and implementaƟon could improve proũect results.

dhe sessions about myth, religion and art make students aǁare of the deep cultural meanings associated 
ǁith ǁater. dhey create aǁareness of our oǁn superĮcial, technical and funcƟonal percepƟon of ǁater be-
cause of its universal and easy availability. /t provokes a rethinking of our oǁn habits and behavior related 
to the usage of ǁater. /t also leads to  a rethinking of ǁater planning recommendaƟons.

dhe seminar parƟcipants͛ visits to the company oĸces of ,assia and Eestle take the parƟcipants in yet 
another invesƟgaƟve direcƟon. ,assia, as a maũor local provider of bottled ǁater, helps them to understand 
the source and the origin of mineral ǁater, as ǁell as issues such as Ƌuality control, producƟon, and also 
the long history of selling ǁater in clay pots. Eestle, oŌen criƟciǌed for commercialiǌaƟon, eǆploitaƟon of 
natural resources, and proĮteering from a common good, point to their oǁn dependence on the availability 
of safe drinking ǁater for their business model.

dhe seminar is popular and enũoys favorable comments from its parƟcipants and the student council be-
cause of its pracƟcal aspects and its orientaƟon beyond classic university and science Įelds, through ǁhich 
it oīers professional perspecƟves. 
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