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Social Water
by Jamie Linton

“He longed for the river. Because water always helps.” ;Zoy ϭϵϵϳ, ϭϭϯͿ

/ began a book, published in ϮϬϭϬ, by ǁriƟng: ͞tater is ǁhat ǁe make of it͟ ;>inton ϮϬϭϬͿ. Since then, ǁhile 
not Ƌuite regreƫng this statement, / have been thinking it over. �ecause in a strict sense, ǁe have to admit 
that the opposite is eƋually true: /ndeed, ǁe are ǁhat ǁater makes of us. dhis essay represents an attempt to 
reconcile this apparent contradicƟon ǁhile keeping in mind that it is the poliƟcal dimension of these matters 
that counts. 

Water is Social (1)

dhe statement that ǁater is ǁhat ǁe make of it represents a construcƟvist argument: te can never Ƌuite get 
at the actual reality of ǁater, or anything else in ǁhat, by this ǁay of thinking, becomes ͞nature .͟ /nstead, 
ǁe apprehend the ǁorld via the cultured perceptual apparatus that mediates our every engagement ǁith 
it ;Castree ϮϬϬϱͿ. /n every instance therefore ʹ including the modern, scienƟĮc reducƟon of all the ǁorld s͛ 
ǁaters to a chemical compound of hydrogen and oǆygen ʹ ǁater must be a co-construcƟon/producƟon that 
occurs ǁhen people and ǁater meet. dhe actual reality of ǁater ʹ like people ʹ / argued, is a process rather 
than a thing. /t is ǁhen this process engages ǁith the processes of human percepƟon and intellecƟon that 
speciĮc ideas, representaƟons and noƟons of ǁater are formed. dhat these human processes occur in a 
cultural medium means that a ǁide variety of ideas, representaƟons and noƟons of ǁater have occurred in 
diīerent Ɵmes and places throughout human history. Dy book ǁas an eīort to deĮne the parƟcular idea of 
ǁater that has predominated in ǁhat can be described as modern testern culture, to describe the conse-
Ƌuences of this idea, and to consider possibiliƟes for alternaƟve meanings and ǁorlds of ǁater. 

then referring to the cultural medium in ǁhich ǁater becomes ǁhat it is, / mean the knoǁledge, repre-
sentaƟonal pracƟces, technologies, legal frameǁorks, types of eǆperƟse and structures of social poǁer that 
are dominant in any given Ɵme and place. �ltogether, these produce a kind of relaƟonal coherence/matriǆ, 
associated ǁith a parƟcular ǁay of knoǁing, represenƟng, controlling, and allocaƟng ǁater. �nd by the same 
;relaƟonalͿ token, the cultural medium is reinforced by means of the ͞ǁater͟ that it helps construct concep-
tually, and produce materially ;>inton ϮϬϭϰ͖ >inton ϮϬϭϳͿ.

dhis approach is useful for analysing and criƟƋuing ǁater poliƟcs. /t begs the unavoidability of certain Ƌues-
Ɵons: tho gets to deĮne the use and value of ǁater in any given set of circumstances͍ ,oǁ are parƟcular 
knoǁledges conducive to parƟcular ǁays of using and distribuƟng ǁater͍ �nd more generally, hoǁ and in 
ǁhat ǁays is social poǁer eǆercised to knoǁ, deĮne, represent and control ǁater͍ >ikeǁise, by this approach, 
doing ;progressiveͿ ǁater poliƟcs is a matter of deconstrucƟng, and then reconstrucƟng and reproducing ǁa-
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ter in ǁays that are conducive to socially progressive outcomes ;>inton ϮϬϭϬ, chapter ϭϬ͖ >inton and �udds 
ϮϬϭϰͿ. �ecause every instance of ǁater occurs at the neǆus of the ǁater process and the various social pro-
cesses comprising the cultural medium, ǁater and ǁater poliƟcs can be transformed through a ǁide variety 
of diīerent means. �s �avid ,arvey ;ǁho inspires much of this ǁorkͿ claims, ͞there is no moment ǁithin the 
social process devoid of the capacity for transformaƟve acƟvity͟ ;,arvey ϭϵϵϲ, ϭϬϱͿ. /n brief, this approach 
deĮnes ǁater as a resolutely social matter, and one that is therefore open to transformaƟon from any num-
ber of purchase-points in the social process. 

Water is social (2)

�ut there s͛ another ʹ perhaps more basic ʹ ǁay in ǁhich ǁater is social. / stated above that ǁater must be 
a co-construcƟon/producƟon that occurs ǁhen people and ǁater meet. �ut this noƟon of ǁater and people 
meeƟng is problemaƟc ǁhen ǁe consider the ǁell knoǁn but perhaps less ǁell reŇected upon fact that ǁe 
are ourselves made up largely of ǁater. tater is the most abundant molecule in the human body, making 
up betǁeen ϱϱ and ϲϱ precent of adult body by ǁeight, depending on body type. te feel thirsty as soon as 
ǁe have lost tǁo or three percent of our body-ǁater. dhirst therefore might help us keep in mind something 
:ane �enett ǁants to remember:

 ͞/t is very hard to keep focused on the oǆymoronic truism that the human is not eǆclusively human, that 
ǁe are made up of its. �ut / think this truism, and the culƟvated talent for remembering it, forms a key 
part of the neǁish self that needs to emerge, the self of a neǁ self-interest. &or ǁhat counts as self-inter-
est shiŌs in a ǁorld of vital materialiƟes.͟  ;�ennett ϮϬϭϬ, p. ϭϭϬͿ

dhe vital materialiƟes �ennett refers to are part of a groǁing aǁareness in ;at leastͿ the social sciences and 
humaniƟes that the disƟncƟon betǁeen mind and matter ʹ and more generally betǁeen culture and nature, 
ǁhich has been ǁith us approǆimately since �ristotle, and receiving a huge boost from �escartes ʹ is full of 
holes, and that our ǁork to elaborate the social construcƟon of nature, ǁhile not ǁrong, doesn͛t give us the 
ǁhole picture. dhe ǁhole picture is becoming more obvious on the outside ǁith things like climate change 
and the anthropocene, and on the inside ǁith things like thirst. Doreover, ǁith such things, it is becoming 
more and more obvious that the very disƟncƟon betǁeen inside and outside is problemaƟc.

dhese ƋuesƟons ǁere immediate to me this summer as / found myself returning Ɵme and Ɵme again to sit 
and read by one of the fountains in the :ardin de l͛�vġchĠ of >imoges. �s fountains go, this one isn͛t parƟc-
ularly beauƟful. �ut, like almost every fountain /͛ve knoǁn, it does the trick. �Ōer a feǁ visits, / realised that 
from my apartment, this ǁas the nearest place ǁhere / could go and sit in proǆimity to a lively body of ǁater. 
;/t s͛ funny that ǁe call it a body of ǁater in �nglish. dhe &rench, perhaps more hobbled by their Cartesian 
heritage, alloǁ themselves only ͞une masse d͛eau .͟Ϳ 
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�eing near a body, or current, or stream of ǁater has alǁays made me feel alive, and barring the odd Ňood and occa-
sional bouts of seasickness, it has made me feel better. �nd /͛m not alone. Dy brother, ǁho is a real estate agent in 
Canada, tells me that merely being able to see a body of ǁater from a property increases its value in proporƟon to the 
proǆimity of the property to the ǁater. Undoubtedly there is some cultural content in this. Canadians, for eǆample, 
have a thing about ǁater. �espite having very large ƋuanƟƟes of the stuī, they steadfastly and someǁhat unreason-
ably refuse to eǆport a drop of it to the United States ;:ulien ϮϬϭϱͿ. �ut there s͛ something more-than-cultural in it too. 
dhe Įrst eǆample given by Zachel and Stephen <aplan in their important study, The Experience of Nature: A Psycholog-
ical Perspective, is the common preference for being near ǁater: 

͞dhe presence of ǁater is highly likely in a made-to-order preferred landscape. /t can be an ocean, a big lake, a small 
lake, river, stream, or pond͖ it might be placid or fast-moving, tranƋuil or falling, ǁith trees reŇected or ǁith rapids. 
tater is a highly priǌed element in the landscape͙ dhe fondness for the ǁater seems to hold ǁhether it is a place 
for acƟve ǁater sports or not, ǁhether one plans to be ͞using͟ the ǁater or is unlikely to ever directly interact ǁith 
it ͙ tater provides an eǆcellent eǆample of an aspect of the natural environment that is highly preferred.͟  ;<aplan 
and <aplan ϭϵϴϵ, p. ϵͿ

  
thy this preference͍ /n ǁhat sense, and ǁhy, do ǁe feel better ǁhen ǁe are near ǁater͍ � clue ʹ a poster near the 
sienne Ziver placed by the City of >imoges as part of a proũect to develop an urban park along the riverfront  ʹ suggests 
it might be linked to our health. �lthough focused on ͞natural spaces͟ rather than ǁater per se, the poster, ;placed on 
the right bank of the riverͿ aĸrms that, among other beneĮts, ͞ people ǁho reside ǁithin ϭ kilometer of a natural space 
feel better and suīer from loǁer rates of depression.͟

�pidemiological studies have indicated an associaƟon betǁeen green spaces and various health outcomes or health-pro-
moƟng behaviours such as physical acƟvity. �nd a recent, ǁell-reported study has shoǁn a relaƟon betǁeen increased 
urban greenness and decreased cause-speciĮc mortality among urban Canadians ;van den �osch ϮϬϭϳͿ. dhe epidemi-
ologist �an Crouse, ǁho led the study, is noǁ invesƟgaƟng Įndings that merely having a vieǁ of open ǁater can have 
posiƟve health eīects, including reduced stress levels ;Canadian �roadcasƟng CorporaƟon ϮϬϭϳͿ. 

Several years ago, seronica Strang, in her ǁonderfully Ɵtled arƟcle ͞Common Senses: tater, Sensory �ǆperience and 
the GeneraƟon of Deaning͟ argued that ǁater has certain characterisƟcs that determine the generaƟon of some com-
mon, cross-cultural meanings. ͞dhese commonaliƟes͟ she argued, ͞appear to arise directly from tǁo maũor factors. 
Kne is the observable and eǆperienƟal characterisƟcs of ǁater: its essenƟality͖ its Ňuidity and transmutability͖ and 
its aestheƟc ƋualiƟes͙ �Ƌually important are human sensory and perceptual eǆperiences of the ƋualiƟes of ǁater. 

�uthor s͛ photograph.
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dhough ʹ like its ƋualiƟes ʹ these are shaped and inŇuenced by parƟcular cultural landscapes and engagements ǁith 
ǁater, it appears that common human physiological and cogniƟve processes provide suĸcient eǆperienƟal conƟnuity 
to generate common undercurrents of meaning͟ ;Strang ϮϬϬϱ, p. ϭϭϱͿ.

te thus Įnd that researchers in Įelds ranging from environmental psychology to epidemiology to cultural anthropol-
ogy are eǆploring hoǁ the conũuncƟon of the material ƋualiƟes of ǁater and the physical parƟculariƟes of the human 
organism give rise to epiphenomena such as the producƟon of meaning and the eǆpression of preference that appear 
to be common to people of all cultures. Zeturning to the fountain at the :ardin de l͛�vġchĠ, there is no doubt that / feel 
this conũuncƟon ǁithin myself and in the attracƟon / have to this place. 

�s it happens, / spent a good many hours by the fountain this summer reading dim /ngold s͛ The Perception of the Envi-
ronment ;/ngold ϮϬϬϬͿ. 
�mong other things, /ngold eǆplores the sense in ǁhich the ǁorld does not signify but is, and hoǁ it may be appre-
hended in a phenomenological sense through the process of engagement, i.e. through physical relatedness. /ngold s͛ 
͞ontology of dǁelling͟ rests on the contenƟon that ͞apprehending the ǁorld is not a matter of construcƟon but of 
engagement.͟  

 ͞dhis ontology of dǁelling, / contend, provides us ǁith a better ǁay of coming to grips ǁith the nature of human 
eǆistence than does the alternaƟve, testern ontology ǁhose point of departure is that of a mind detached from 
the ǁorld, and that has literally to formulate it ʹ to build an intenƟonal ǁorld in consciousness ʹ prior to any at-
tempt at engagement. dhe contrast͙is not betǁeen alternaƟve vieǁs of the ǁorld͖ it is rather betǁeen tǁo ǁays 
of apprehending it, only one of ǁhich ;the testernͿ may be characterised as the construcƟon of a vieǁ, that is, as 
a process of mental representaƟon. �s for the other, apprehending the ǁorld is not a matter of construcƟon but of 
engagement, not of building but of dǁelling, not of making a vieǁ of the ǁorld but of taking up a vieǁ in it.͟  ;/ngold 
ϮϬϬϬ, ϰϮͿ

/ngold doesn͛t get into the poliƟcal implicaƟons of his noƟon of dǁelling as opposed to building. �ut the dǁelling 
perspecƟve might suggest that access to and engagement ǁith the elements that consƟtute our-environment-and-our-
selves should be considered a right rather than a privilege. /f it is indeed ͞the nature of human eǆistence͟ to dǁell in 
this fashion, then this type of access should be considered an eǆistenƟal right. dhis accords ǁith another, more popular 
ǁork that draǁs from the same phenomenological sources as /ngold, and ǁhich also served as fountain fodder this 
summer. ͞dhe simple premise͟ of �avid �bram s͛ The Spell of the Sensuous ͞is that ǁe are human only in contact, and 
conviviality, ǁith ǁhat is not human͟ ;�bram ϭϵϵϲ, iǆͿ. dhere is the criƟcism that in leaving other humans out of this 
this picture, �bram supports ǁhat he purports to dissolve ʹ natureʹsociety dualism. Eevertheless the poliƟcal implica-
Ɵons, ǁhich �bram also declines to go into, are the same: /f being fully human is a matter of this contact, might it not 
be considered a human right to have access to such conviviality͍ 
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