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Abstract

Said the River: The Confluence of Ecotheology and Water
by
Margaret Harrington Ferris

Claremont Graduate University: 2020

Environmental water issues are increasingly in the consciousness of environmental
advocates, as well as scientists and engineers. Water experts have approached water issues from
a scientific and engineering framework, which has led them to preference material and technical
solutions. Yet those solutions have been insufficient. The interdisciplinary field of water studies
has been critical of the scientific-engineering approach. Several water scholars have posited that
water issues are social-human problems first, and material-technical problems second. They call
for alternative approaches that emphasize reconstructing water as a necessary precursor to
formulating effective, enduring solutions to environmental water issues.

Likewise, ecotheological scholars and religious environmental movement organizations
(REMOs) are developing responses to water issues but from a spiritual stance. A significant
challenge for ecotheologians and REMOs is to instigate social change that may transform anti-
ecological water practices. Water-focused ecotheologians and REMOs face particular problems
because water is an unusually complex environmental entity, both categorically and physically.

This dissertation investigates water as an environmental issue from the perspective of
ecotheology, and also develops alternative approaches to water-focused advocacy from an

ecotheological stance. It examines two categories of environmental water problems that are



intertwined: shortages and water pollution. I identify, analyze, and evaluate discourses from
three domains: the water sector, water studies, and ecotheology. From my research within the
literature of the water sector and water studies, I conclude that the water sector has much to learn
from water studies. I further concluded that water-focused REMOs not only have a distinctive
contribution to make to both the water sector and to water studies, but that they may even be a
“hydraulic force” for water conservation, protection, and restoration. As a result, to be effective
instigators of change, they first need to recognize and challenge their incognizant social
constructions of water. My research shows that several water-focused ecotheologians and
REMOs have made modest gains in bringing attention to water issues and contributing insights
based on their ecotheological doctrine and praxis. However, few of them demonstrated an
awareness of water studies or of the significance of the social construction of water. For this
reason, they are limited in their ability to instigate transformation of water practices.
Nevertheless, while ecotheologians and REMOs may be hampered, they still have distinctive
contributions to offer the larger discourses on water protection, conservation, and restoration.
In this dissertation, I use the methods of constructive theology and ecological theology.
Ecotheology offers an ecological critique of religious doctrine and a religious critique of cultural
practices. In addition, I use two theoretical systems familiar to water studies and ecotheology.
The first is social constructionism, which posits that knowledge of reality is organized,
interpreted, and represented through human language and cognition. In turn, social constructs
both enable and limit everyday practices. Second, as ecotheology aims to instigate
transformation of ecologically harmful practices, I challenge conventional models of social

change that have been assumed by the water sector and ecotheology. I contend that newer



theories of social change better account for how culture is transformed and are therefore more
useful models for water-focused advocacy.

My central argument is that an ecotheological response to environmental water problems
demands a more comprehensive and integrated approach to water. This approach would include:
an understanding of how water is socially constructed; an ability to distinguish between water
knowledge, water, and water-human relations; and knowledge of how circumscribed water
constructs both enable and limit water practices. I further argue that before ecotheological
doctrines of water can be reconstructed, water must be understood as material and non-material,
as relational and transmutable, and that water and culture are mutually constitutive of one
another. I integrate these insights with those of water-focused ecotheology and REMOs, which
have both been critical of traditional constructions of humanity as separate from, superior to, and
proper master of nature.

In the second half of the dissertation, I explore social constructions of nature and human
nature in Euro-western culture. As constructs of water are grounded in those of nature and
human nature, identifying and reconstructing the dominant constructs of each is a necessary
precursor to reconstructing water. First, I discuss how nature and human nature have been
constructed and the consequences of such constructions. Second, I examine reconstructions of
each by ecotheologians. Third, I offer my own reconstructions. I contend that nature is a unified
whole that exists for its own sake and it is where all abiotic and biotic entities dwell. Further,
God dwells in nature, participates with it, and makes it holy. In addition, human nature is neither
ontologically distinct nor superior to other living beings in the world. Humans are embedded
within nature, existing interdependently and interrelationally with other entitles. Additionally,

while human beings are not ontologically distinct, by virtue of our ability to act collaboratively



and to self-limit, humanity has a particular commission, given by God, to care and keep nature.
Thus, I reconstruct the nature-human relationship as interdependent, and as entailing a moral
obligation. In my last chapter, I conclude by offering three counternarratives of water, which I
develop using my model of reimaging water through water awareness, literacy, and
reconstruction as well as insights from water studies. I reconstruct water as a nexus, unfinishable,
and part of holiness. It is in first understanding that water is relational, fluid, and in process that
we may transform water-human engagements from being profligate and utilitarian to being

sustainable and just.



Acknowledgements

Writing a dissertation is a largely solitary act but it is never accomplished without support,
compassion, faith, and love. I owe much thanks to many.

I would like to thank the members of my committee for their patience in the face of
numerous obstacles. | owe an immeasurable debt to Philip Clayton, the chair of my dissertation
committee. He was encouraging and constructive at all times. Without his support and guidance,
completion of this thesis would not have been possible. Great thanks are also due to my other
committee members, Ingolf Dalferth and John Quiring, for their patience, and for John having
directed me to the work of water scholars, which I found enormously fruitful.

I would like to thank the members of my faculty for their consideration and support, and I
am particularly grateful to Tammi Schneider in this regard. I had the great privilege of learning
from several generous and exceptional scholars. These include David Weddle and Susan Rans,
who, respectively, introduced me to the study of ecotheology and urban ecology, Rosemary
Ruether, John Cobb, Karen Baker-Fletcher, the late Rabbi Herman Schaalman, and the late Dan
Rhodes. Having a teacher who believes in you even when you yourself do not is a gift beyond
measure, which I found in several unexpected places. Thank you to Carolyn Wolf Spanier-
Ladwig for that gift, to “Rev” Richard Thomas, to Peggy Hutaff, and to the late Jack Sullivan.
Thanks too, to my colleagues long ago at the ABMC who listened to my earliest ideas about this
project, and whose insight into the biblical world’s understanding of the Genesis text and the
ancient view of nature within the Bible I have returned to and appreciated at many points in this
project. For their generosity of time and encouragement, I am in debt to Dean Freudenberg, Paul
Kittlaus, Frances Smith, Sister Suzanne Golas, CSIP, Sister Joan Carey, SSJ, Jodi Rose, and

Reverend Kristina J. Peterson. In addition, thank you to Reverend Leeanne Beres and Jessie Dye

PAGE viii



for early conversations about REMOs. Profound thanks goes to Alison May, who was able to see
my path to the finish line when I could not.

Once in a while friendships come along that are meeting a kindred souls, and these
friendships carry us along through the roughest patches in our lives and share with us the
moments of joy. I have been fortunate in my life to have many such friends. Laura Yavitz,
Shannon O’Keefe, and Yazmin Mehdi cheered me on through my long journey, and their love
and encouragement has sustained me when it was difficult to juggle the responsibilities of family
and scholarly research. Special thanks to Dolly Bush, whose wisdom helped me through the
anxiety of an early qualifying exam. Instead of a reassuring platitude, she looked me in the eye
and said to me that [ would pass if | was prepared and that I could handle the consequences if I
was not. She was right, and her words have helped me many times since to keep persevering in
spite of uncertain outcomes. And it is simply impossible for me to say how grateful I am to my
friend and colleague, Debbie Ahlberg, who truly has “made the road by walking it” with me.

An enormous thank you goes to my family. First, to Paula Ferris Einaudi, and before her,
Maria Cavagnaro Ferris, who both inspired me by their wisdom, intellectual chops, and
commitment to their children. In addition, to my parents and step-parents, Jane and Rich,
Michael and Gwendolyn, thank you so much. Special thanks to Rich for being willing to read
and edit two of my chapters. Your support, love, and faith in me has meant everything to me.
Thank you also to my twin sister, who regularly coached me through the last year of this project,
formatted the final document, and proofread and formatted all of my footnotes and the
bibliography. Ann, I feel that you were midwife to this dissertation. Lastly, my children Leah,
Finn, and Esmé have my deep gratitude for their understanding, patience, and love while I spent

too many hours away from them. This dissertation has been a crucible from which I have learned

PAGE ix



to face uncertainty and wrestle with complexity. However, being your mother has been the real
making of me. Most of all, thank you to my husband, John Murphy. There are no words to say
how much your love, faith, and support has meant to me on this long, hard road. I hope that I

have made you all proud.

PAGE x



Table of Contents

INEEOAUCTION ...ttt ettt ettt eat e s bt et eatesbeebeeseesbeetesanens 1
Chapter One: When We See WALl ......cc.coiiiiiiiiiiiiieceeitee ettt ettt e 1
INEEOAUCTION ...ttt ettt et b e et s bt et st e s bt e bt eatesbeeteeatens 1
IMELHOAOLOZY ...ttt ettt ettt et e st e et e e st e e b eeenbeenbeasnbeenseesnseenseannns 8
Water Crises and What Water EXperts Get WIoNg .........cccoeecverieeiiienieniieeiecieesiee e 25
Proposed Critical Approaches to Water Crises from the Water Literature ...........ccccceeevenenne. 32
Ecotheological ANALYSIS.......cceeiuiiiiiiiiieiie ettt ettt ettt ste et e e teesbeesnbeesaeenseens 42
Process of Reimagining Water—Water Awareness and Water Literacy .........ccccevceeveeeenneene 49
Shema, Israel—Eyes that See, Ears that Hear..............cccooiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeceeeee 50
CONCIUSION ..ttt ettt h e bt et e bttt e bt e s bt et sat e bt et e eatenbeenbeeaeenbeenees 51
Chapter Two: Decoding Circumscribed WateT...........ccveviieriieiiieiieeieeiiecie et 53
INEEOAUCTION ...ttt sttt ettt b e et sbe et et sbe et et e saee e 53
Historical Perspective of Changing Social Constructions of Water ...........coceevervieneeneniennenn 55
Consequences of the Hegemony of Dominant Constructions .............cceeceervierieerieenveeneenneans 71
Theorizing Waters—Insights from Water Scholarship...........ccccoeoeriinininininiiniiieee, 75
Applying Water Studies Reconstructions to Water-Focused Ecotheology ............cccceveviennee 87
COMCIUSION ..ttt ettt et h et et b et e at e s bt et sat e s bt et e eatenbeenbeeaeenbeenees 89
Chapter Three: The Context of Ecotheology with a Focus on Water..........c.ccceveveevieniieniiennnns 90
INEEOAUCTION ...ttt sttt et b e et sbe ettt sbe e b et e sae e 90
ECOthEOIOZY OVETVIEW......uiiiiiieiiieiie ettt ettt ettt et e s te et eeabeebeesnseensaeenseens 94
The Common Concerns of ECOthEoloZY ........ccoeviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiieecese e 99
Theories 0f SOCIAl CRANGE .......c.eoviiiiiiiiieiece ettt e ae e 103
CONCIUSION ..ttt ettt ettt et bt e b et e eb e e sb e et e satesbeenbeestenbeeneeneens 119
Chapter Four: Communities Engaged in Water-focused Ecotheology ..........cccccveeviniiniincnnns 120
INEEOAUCTION ...ttt sttt ettt et sbe ettt e b enees 120
The Varieties of Experience—Water-focused Ecotheological Christians............ccccccceeueeneee. 124
Overview of the Engagement of Water-Focused Christian Communities............ccccceeeuvennne. 131
How Do Water-Focused REMOs Understand and Articulate Water .........cc.ccoceeveeveneennenee. 132
Discerning Water-focused ECOthEology .........ccoeviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiciee e 135
CONCIUSION ..ttt ettt ettt et eat e s bt et e bt e st e et e sat e s bt enbeeatenbeeneesaeens 144

PAGE xi



Chapter Five: Nature Unbounded and JOYful ..........ccoooiiiiiiiiiniiiiceeeceee e 146

INEEOAUCTION ...ttt ettt ettt et sbe et et be e beenees 146
Ecotheology and Lynn White, Jr.’s Gauntlet...........cccoeviieiiiiiiieniienieeieeieeieeee e 154
Dominate Constructions of Nature in the West .........cccoveeviiiiniininieiieeeeeeeeeseeeeen 159
That Which Is Not Culture— The Dominate Construct of Nature...........ccccveevverciienieenneennen. 163
The Social Construction of Nature is a Historical Process.........ccccoecvevievenieneeneniieneenennne 165
Responses from ECOthE0logY .......cccuiiiiiiiiiiiieiieeceee e 176
Ecotheology Constructively Reimagined Nature.............cccceeviieiiieriieiienieeiiecieeee e 181
Further Alternative Constructions of Nature for Water-focused Ecotheological Christians.. 193
CONCIUSION ..ttt ettt et b et a e s bt et e eb b e sb e et e sat e s bt et e estenbeeneeeneens 212
Chapter Six: Reconstructing Human Nature.............ccoceeriiiiieiiiiiiieiecieeeeeee e 214
INEEOAUCTION ...ttt ettt ettt et sbe et et be e beenees 214
Lynn White, Jr. and Reconstructing Doctrine of Creation ...........c.cceceveeveeienienennieneenieenne. 220
Theorizing Human Nature in the West.........cociviiiiiiiiiiiiicieeceeee e 226
Responses from ECOthE0logY .......cccviiiiiiiiiiiiciieeceee e 236
Further Alternative Social Constructs of HUMAanNess...........ccccovveverienieneeiienienenieneeeennen 245
CONCIUSION ..ttt ettt et b et ea e bt et e eb b e sbeentesat e s bt enbeeatenbeennesaeens 262
Chapter Seven: Inside the River—Water Reimagined .............cccoeevieviiiiiienieeiieniecieeeeeeeeeen 264
INEEOAUCTION ...ttt ettt et et sbe ettt s bt e b enees 264
Reconstructions from Water SCholarship ..........coocueeiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 267
Theorizing Water from the Perspective of Ecotheology.........cccccoeviviiiiiiiiniiiniiiiieieieee, 275
Reimagining Water through Reconstructions and Counternarratives ........c...cooeeveeveereenneenne. 276
The World’s Myriad Waters: Three Counternarratives ..........cecveerveeeieenieenveenieenieenieesveennnes 278
Imagining Alternative Water Constructs and Counternarratives...........cceeeeeereenerreeneenneenne. 291
CONCIUSION ..ttt ettt et b et s b e s bt et eb e e sb e et e satesbeenbeestenbeeneeneens 293
CONCIUSION ..ttt ettt b et eb et e e e bt e bt e st e ebee bt et e e st e bt enbesatenbeensenaeens 294
BIDLIOZIAPNY ...t et ettt e et e nbeebeesabeenbeennes 301

PAGE xii



Introduction

I don’t know who God is exactly.
But I’ll tell you this.
I was sitting in the river named Clarion, on a water splashed stone
and all afternoon I listened to the voices of the river talking.
Whenever the water struck a stone it had something to say,
and the water itself, and even the mosses trailing under the water.
And slowly, very slowly, it became clear to me what they were saying.
Said the river I am part of holiness.
And I too, said the stone. And I too, whispered the moss beneath the water.

Mary Oliver, “At the River Clarion™!
I began to think critically about water by reading Marc Reisner’s Cadillac Desert, which is a
history of large-scale, highly engineered water infrastructure systems in the American West.
Reisner explains that the consequences of this history is the absolute dependence on built water
systems and the inevitability of persistent water shortages and crises. Dr. Dan Rhodes, then a
professor of Christian Ethics at Claremont School of Theology, brought to my attention that, like
water pollution, water use and consumption are environmental issues. He also helped me to
understand the necessity of examining water issues from the perspective of justice, poverty, and
race as the distribution and use of water is inherently political. By looking at water issues from
such a viewpoint, I realized that water crises were an important field of study for ecotheology.
One of the primary tasks of ecotheology is to give attention to the intersection of religious
doctrine, interpretation, and praxis with new circumstances of everyday life, such as the eco-

crisis. I also began to wonder if a theological perspective would contribute to the larger

discourses and activism directed towards ecological conservation, protection, and restoration, as

! Mary Oliver, “At the River Clarion,” Devotions: The Selected Poems of Mary Oliver (New York: Penguin Press,
2017), 86, lines 1-9.
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Introduction

ecotheology is both an ecological critique of religious doctrine and praxis as well as a theological
critique of contemporary culture.

The overall purpose of this project is to investigate environmental water issues from an
ecotheological perspective and contribute alternative approaches. My research examines two
categories of ecological water problems that are intertwined: water shortages and water
pollution. In addition, as ecotheology should and does speak to contemporary problems, this
project seeks to developed alternative, distinctively theological approaches to water-focused
advocacy. To that end, I have two major lines of inquiry. The first is, what are the causes of
environmental water problems, and the second is, what responses are most appropriate for water-
focused ecotheological scholars and religious environmental movement organizations?

To understand why crises occur, I read widely on the nature of water-human
relationships. Water is essential to all domains of human culture, from farming to energy
production. Yet contemporary Euro-western culture’s water practices do not reflect that essential
nature and even suggest that water is of little cultural or moral value. In examining the
relationship between water and humanity, I concluded that I must delve more deeply by
examining what water is and why Euro-western culture undervalues water despite its absolute
necessity to economic, political, cultural, and religious domains. Consequently, I began to
explore the transdisciplinary literature of water scholarship.

At first, I postulated that the most effective response to water crises in the West would be
through retrieving values, such as love of nature, or through appeals to ends, such as ecojustice. |
further postulated that retrieval of values or appeal towards ends could be initiated and sustained
through consciousness raising and education programs. I had thought the cause of over-

consumption rested on of a lack of awareness of water, water systems and how sine qua non
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Introduction

water is. However, I came to understand that water shortages were not simply a problem of fixed
quantities of freshwater or uneven distribution. These are proximate causes. Shortages are caused
by how much and at what rate water is either used/consumed. What determines usage? I turned
to the water literature to further investigate.

Fortuitously, I reread a passage from the novel Watership Down by Richard Adams,
which asserts that humanity takes water for granted yet not waterfalls. Adams writes:

We are not conscious of daylight as that which displaces darkness. Daylight, even

when the sun is clear of clouds, seems to us simply the natural condition of the earth

and air. When we think of the downs, we think of the downs in daylight, as with

think of a rabbit with its fur on. Stubbs may have envisaged the skeleton inside the

horse, but most of us do not: and we do not usually envisage the downs without

daylight, even though the light is not a part of the down itself as the hide is part of

the horse itself. We take daylight for granted. But moonlight is another matter. It is

inconstant. The full moon wanes and returns again. Clouds may obscure it to an

extent to which they cannot obscure daylight. Water is necessary to us, but a

waterfall is not. Where it is to be found it is something extra, a beautiful ornament.

We need daylight and to that extent it us utilitarian, but moonlight we do not need.

When it comes, it serves no necessity. ... And its low intensity—so much lower

than that of daylight—makes us conscious that it is something added to the down, to

give it, for only a little time, a singular and marvelous quality that we should admire

while we can, for soon it will be gone again.
At first I thought that Adams, an amateur naturalist, was corroborating my hypothesis that human
beings take water for granted because we value what is able to catch and keep our attention, and
overlook what is sine qua non because it is reliable or mundane. I had theorized that if the cause
of water over-consumption was due to lack of awareness or understanding, then the appropriate
response should be consciousness raising and reconnection with cultural and moral values.
However, there was something else in the passage that I kept drawing me back. Adams stated
that we take for granted sunlight and water because we think of them as “part of the natural

condition” of a place. Hence, we take for granted abundant freshwater because we have

constructed plentiful, reliable water as the natural condition of modern life. Reading Adams’s
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Introduction

words opened up what I had previously read by William Cronin, Kate Soper, Celia Deane
Drummond, and Anna Peterson on the social construction of nature, and what Jamie Linton and
Veronica Strang have written on the social construction of water. Thus, I realized that while
water use and consumption depend on factors such as availability, habit, and price, those very
factors are the result of what the larger culture has structured itself to value, provide, and
manage. | had come to see that the availability of plentiful, reliable water is not contingent on
merely the material availability of water but also the social constructions that tell us we must
have it. In addition, how we use water is also determined by what we think water is. Therefore,
the fundamental causes of water shortages are not material alone but also are contingent on what
we believe to be the proper relationship between water and culture, and indeed what we think
water is.

Having comprehended that water practices are shaped and limited by the social
constructions of water, I investigated what the most dominant social constructions are and how
they are shaped by and in turn shape the social constructions of nature and human nature. In the
West, water has been narrowly constructed as a homogeneous material object, which gives
sanction to a utilitarian and profligate relation to water. I conclude, along with water scholars,
that water must be reconstructed as more than a material and utilitarian substance, which
necessitates examining the social construction of water-human relations, nature, and human
nature.

As I worked with the literature of ecotheology and water studies, I saw that a key part of
responding to water crises was to investigate social change theory, which became my second line
of inquiry. This is a significant question for ecotheology for two reasons. First, theology should

and does speak to contemporary problems, and ecotheology’s primary task should be to develop
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concrete responses to eco-crisis. Second, the models of social change most assumed within the
field have gone unchallenged. Only a small number of ecotheologians have recognized that the
dominant models within the field are based on the Weberian model that cultural ideals are the
drivers of social change. Thus, in this project, I explore two alternative theories of social change.
How is social constructionism related to the methodological tradition of ecotheology, and
how is it relevant to developing distinctively theological responses to eco-crisis? Since its
earliest days, ecotheology has investigated how the social construction of nature and humanity
are bound together, and how those constructions shape our everyday environmental practices.
Ecotheologians have also investigated the origins of those constructions, and have established
that they are rooted in Christian doctrine as well as in ancient thought and the intellectual
reformulations of the Enlightenment. Therefore, while not singularly responsible for the eco-
crisis, Christians are responsible to confront both the religious and the cultural constructions that
contributed to the crisis, and to respond through theological analysis, critique, and reconstruction
of nature and humanity. Yet, it can be difficult to make the connection between academic
reconstructions and the social change that is needed to transform everyday environmental
practices in a largely secular society. Indeed, I found it difficult to picture such change myself. I
found an answer in a place I did not expect—in the words of Walter Brueggemann speaking on
sabbath as resistance.? Brueggemann spoke of the tradition of the prophets in the Hebrew Bible
and the role that prophets such as Moses, Elijah, and, Jeremiah played in social transformation.

Brueggemann further explained that the prophets challenged conventional explanatory schemes

2 Walter Brueggemann, “Sabbath Justice: Beyond Pharaoh,” (lecture, Queen Anne United Methodist Church,
Seattle, Washington. March 13, 2015). The major themes and arguments of the lecture are more elaborately
presented in Sabbath as Resistance: Saying No to the Culture of Now, 1% ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster John
Knox Press, 2014).
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of reality through their public lament and judgment of idolatry and injustice. Still, as important
as their lament and judgment were, and continue to be to theists, an essential complement to
them is what Brueggemann calls energizing hope. For the prophets, hope is not a wish but is
waiting in openness to an alternate future because prophetic hope is not based on circumstances
but is rounded in a loving and steadfast God. Brueggemann writes that it is through the use of the
poetic language of lament and judgment that prophets are able to disrupt the social order. What is
more, Brueggemann stated, is that through hope the prophets speak into being alternative
conceptual schemes. After attending Brueggemann’s lecture, I read Jamie Linton’s What is
Water? and recognized that Linton was arguing that discourses on water shortage crises depend
on the construct of scarcity that is pervasive in the West, and is itself part of a larger conceptual
scheme. Moreover, Linton argued that the full reality of water is not contained in our modern and
post-modern social constructions of water. I revisited Brueggemann’s work on prophetic
imagination and realized that not only was it descriptive of the reconstruction that water scholars
called for, but that Brueggemann was also describing the larger project of ecotheology.’
Brueggemann explained that it was the task of the prophet to protest idolatry, inequity, and moral
failing, and to adjudicate transgression and abuse of power. Ecotheology does this also. It
laments the injustice and harm of unsustainable and toxic environmental practices and calls to
account both religious tradition and cultural habits that accept and perpetuate environmental
wrongdoing. In addition, ecotheology retrieves, reconfigures, and reconstructs the explanatory
schemes that are unseen and uncontested by Euro-western culture, and in doing so ecotheology

speaks into being an alternative future that is more just and sustainable.

3 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 2™ edition (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001) and The Practice
of Prophetic Imagination: Preaching an Emancipating Word (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2012).
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Introduction

As I worked to re-imagine water and how contemporary, Euro-western culture might
more justly and sustainable relate to water, I found another unexpected insight in the lines of a
poem called “At the River Clarion” by Mary Oliver, with which I opened this chapter. To me,
the poem describes an altogether different way of relating to water than how Euro-western
culture currently does. In the West, we think of water as a “natural substance” that is external to
human culture or, when it is a useful, a “natural resource,” which we reclaim, abstract, and
apportion rights to. We do this because water has been socially constructed as a material
substance. With such a construction, to think of water as more than instrumentally valuable or as
having dignity seems nonsensical and even sentimental. In Oliver’s poem, when the narrator
patiently listens, the river speaks of a different way of knowing water, and therefore a different
relationship between humanity and numerous bodies and flows of water that we live amidst.
Instead of a relationship based in utility, the relation between the narrator and the River Clarion
is one of mutuality and respect. Moreover, Oliver has reimagined water as having agency, and
voice, as do the stones and mosses that the waters of the river flow past. As I will discuss later in
chapters one and seven, water is understood in Euro-western culture as a material substance that
sustains life but is not alive, and therefore is not afforded its own dignity. Thus, to reimagine
water as more than just existing but having agency and voice is unconventional, perhaps even
disruptive. Further, to attribute to the river, to the stone, and to the moss, a participatory
relationship with holiness re-imagines not only water but water-human and nature-human
relations. For if, like humanity, the many non-human entities that abound in the world participate
in holiness, how might this reconfigure humanity’s everyday engagements with them?

In this dissertation, I contend that the postmodern way we think of water is harmful, and

for theists it is an idolatry. The water that we think with puts the needs of humanity and a
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Introduction

particular class of humanity—those who are engaged in the industrial and post-industrial
marketplaces—above a relation with other humans and nonhumans downstream, and above the
needs of the whole of the ecosphere.* How we think of water ignores the fact that nature is a
unified whole that exists for its own sake, and humans are embedded within nature and exist
interdependently and inter-relationally with other entities in the world. Further, it ignores that the
whole of nature (inclusive of humanity) engages in covenant relationship with God, and is made
holy by God. Similarly embedded within nature, water bodies and flows are a fundamental part
of God’s creative activity, and God makes water holy. Thus, it is acceptable, in fact, it is
necessary, to rethink water as an entity rather than a substance, as intertwined with human
culture, and as in relation with the Divine. For me, Oliver’s poem is a fitting framework for an
investigation of environmental water crises, water use, and water itself from the perspective of
ecotheology.

In this dissertation, I follow two main lines of inquiry: what are the causes of
environmental water problems and what responses are most appropriate for water-focused
ecotheological scholars and communities? In the first half, in chapters one to four, I investigate
the first question by examining the social construction of scarcity, water, and water-human
relations, and the historic processes that led to their current forms. I also discuss how water has
been theorized by water studies and how this contributes to a better understanding of
environmental water advocacy. Further, I offer a model of reimaging water. In addition, I
examine social change theory and the religious environmental movement. In the second half of

the dissertation, as a precursor to reconstructing water and water-human relations, I analyze,

* This phrase, which I explain more fully in chapter one, is meant to indicate the cultural assumptions about water
that are so deeply embedded and automatic that they are taken as common knowledge, such as water being equated
with H20. They are so unconscious that we think with them rather than about them.
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critique, and reconstruct the dominant constructions of nature and human nature that underlie the
dominant constructs of water. In chapters five and six, I reconstruct nature as a unified whole,
where God dwells and is in relationship with the whole of biotic and abiotic entities, and not, as
has been assumed in the Modern period, merely humanity. I reconstruct human nature as having
the same ontological being as nonhuman animals, and as having particular abilities to work
collaboratively and to self-limit. In addition, I reconstruct the relationship between nature and
humanity as that of neighbors, and that humanity has a commission to care for nature as its
neighbor. In chapter seven, I reimagine water as a nexus that is not fully knowable, and one that
is “part of holiness.” My reconstructions of nature, human nature, water-nature-human relations,
and water offer a distinctly ecotheological approach to environmental water crises, and one that

points to alternative water-human relationships and water practices that are sustainable and just.
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Chapter One: When We See Water

Conservation is getting nowhere because it is incompatible with our Abrahamic concept of land.
We abuse land because we regard it as a commodity belonging to us. When we see land as a
community to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect.

—Aldo Leopold, Sand County Almanac'

In the East, to waste water is to consume it needlessly or excessively. In the West, to waste water
is not to consume it—to let it flow unimpeded and undiverted down rivers. Use of water is, by
‘definition’ use...even if it is to be sold, at vastly subsidized rates, to farmers irrigating crops in
the desert which their counterparts in Mississippi or Arkansas are, at the very moment, being
paid not to grow. To easterners, ‘conservation’ of water usually means protecting rivers from
development; in the West, it means building dams.

—Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert?

Introduction
The postmodern globalized world is a thirsty one. To start, population rise and the growing

prosperity of many nations in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have exponentially
increased the per capita demand for freshwater.’ In fact, the trend of urbanization, which began
in the nineteenth century and has increased ever since, has decreased natural recharging of
surface and groundwater systems, and has increased pollution of freshwater, both of which, in
turn, reduce available potable water supplies. In addition, in the twentieth century, while the
global population experienced a three-fold increase, our aggregate water use experienced a six-

fold increase.* Further, many newer industries, such as the electronics industry and transnational

! Aldo Leopold, Sand County Almanac: With Essays on Conservation from Round River (New York: Ballantine
Books, 1986), viii.

2 Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert: The American West and its Disappearing Water, rev. ed. (New York: Penguin
Press, 1993), 12.

* Brian D. Richter et al., “Tapped Out: How Can Cities Secure Their Water Future?” Water Policy 15, no. 3 (June
2013): 335-363, 353-358. doi.org/10.2166/wp.2013.105.

4 Peter Rogers and Susan Leal, Running Out of Water: The Looming Crisis and Solutions to Conserve Our Most
Precious Resource (London: St. Martin’s Press, 2010), 2.
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clothing manufacturing, are highly intensive water consumers.> Likewise, modern farming
practices demand great volumes of water and also can be considerable polluters of groundwater,
rivers, and oceans. The modern, highly-industrialized regions of the world depends on vast
quantities of freshwater, and consumes a large portion of those quantities.® As Lena Partzsch, a
scholar of human geography and water governance, observes, “The shortage of water is
increasing mainly because of an intensified demand resulting from population growth, persistent
urbanization and economic development, together with new patterns of consumption (e.g., more
meat consumption).”’

In the past decade, a great deal has been written in many disciplines about a variety of
water concerns with the intention of raising consciousness and spurring social action. For
example, water policy professionals and academics have written on concerns for economic
access (privatization), water pollution, economic and military security, and public health. This
growing, multi-disciplinary body of literature, has increased the consciousness in the water-rich,
post-modern West for many chronic and endemic water problems around the globe. As water

problems are grave, complex and impact many stake-holders, the attention has been valuable.

However, when examined across disciplines, or across the multitude of concerns, the literature

5 Water consumption—The UN, 2006 statistic is that the industry sector accounts for 22 percent of the total use
globally. However, according to climate Policy Watcher, industries in the Global South use as little as 8 percent
whereas the Global North’s industries use as much as 59 percent of the available water in their country’s economies.
Also, our patterns of everyday water use/consumption are unsustainable. And it is not in the shower or watering the
lawn where we must first direct our attention. According to WWF: “wasteful irrigation systems on farms consume
about 70 percent of the world’s freshwater, over double that of any other industry. By contrast, municipal water
represents a mere 8 percent of global use.”

® Amy Vickers defines water consumption as “water use the permanently withdraws water from its source; water
that is no longer available because it has evaporated, been transpired by plants, incorporated into products or crops,
consumed by people or livestock, or otherwise removed from the immediate water environment.” Amy Vickers,
Handbook of Water Use and Conservation: Homes, Landscapes, Industries, Businesses, Farms (Amherst, MA:
WaterPlow Press, 2012), 425.

7 Lena Partzsch, “Water in Danger,” in Water Marks Our Life, eds. Solange Lefebvre and Marie-Theres Wacker
(London: SCM Press, 2012), 14.
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frequently represents water problems as one-dimensional. Water problems such as deteriorating
urban infrastructure in major industrial cities are aggregated with the issue of clean water and
public health all being described as “the global water crisis.”® In reality, the water problems
around the globe vary from region to region, often have manifold causes, and are better
described as “water crises.” In addition, a subset of the literature on water crises reduces
shortages in water-rich and water-poor regions alike as caused by a volumetric deficit in the
supply whether the shortfall is due to demand-side factors. For example, there is little evaluation
of whether demands from a region’s domestic, agricultural, and industrial sectors are realistic for
native water. In the language of the water sector, and cognate fields engaged in water research,
the shortfalls of supply are deemed as either “water scarcity” or, in some of the older literature,
“water stress.” In the past decade, a number of scholars in the fields of political ecology,
geography, and anthropology are calling into question the construal of “scarcity.”!? In his well-
researched survey of the history of water use and human water infrastructure, journalist Steven
Solomon makes this point succinctly: “It wasn’t that the [United States] didn’t have enough total

water to meet its needs. Rather it was that its profligate use was finally exhausting the productive

8 Typically when discussing the problems of water and public health, the acronym WaSH is used which stands for
water, sanitation and hygiene.

9 Liz Roberts and Katherine Phillips, introduction to Water, Creativity and Meaning, eds. Roberts and Phillips
(London: Routledge, 2018), 4. Water scarcity is commonly defined as the inability of a region’s total volumetric
water (inclusive of surface water, groundwater, and imported non-native water) to meet the demands of human
water usage within a region. Water stress, a broader term, commonly indicates that a region or nation has limited
ability to meet reliably meet human and ecological water needs (ones which are established as reasonable for that
region or nation). Also a technical term, water scarcity is a more quantitative term that refers to “volumetric
abundance, or lack thereof, of water supply” for a given region or nation, and takes into account several factors such
as how accessible water supply is to the region’s population. See Peter Schulte, “Defining Water Scarcity, Water
Stress, and Water Risk: It’s Not Just Semantics,” Pacific Institute Insights (blog of Pacific Institute), February 4,
2014, http://pacinst.org/water-definitions/.

10 Jessica Budds, “Whose Scarcity? The Hydrosocial Cycle and the Changing Waterscape of La Ligua River Basin,
Chile,” in Contentious Geographies: Environmental Knowledge, Meaning, Scale, eds. Michael K. Goodman,
Maxwell T. Boykoff and Kyle T. Evered (London: Routledge, 2008); Jamie Linton, What is Water?: The History of
a Modern Abstraction (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010); and Maria de Lourdes Zurita, et al., “Reframing Water:
Contesting H>O within the European Union,” Geoforum 65 (October 2015): 170-178.
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limits created by the innovative successes of its age of giant dams. The era of cheap, plentiful
water was closing.”!! It is striking that literature from both the policy and water industry sectors
use the term scarcity uncritically, and therefore never questions whether volumetric deficits of
water supply are due to fixed factors such as geography or whether they are a consequence of the
lifestyle expectations of a region. On closer examination, it is evident that discourses on water
crises, particularly those that characterize water crises as one undifferentiated crisis, would be
more useful if the literature distinguished between problems of infrastructure, problems of
service, problems of pollution, or problems of consumption.!? In this dissertation, I will not focus
on the water crises of regions that lack infrastructure, have truly arid climates, or lack
governmental or economic capacity to provide water services.

An additional consideration is what focus is most needed within particular regions. Two
factors are critical to providing reliable, safe freshwater at levels experienced in the post-
industrial West: adequate year-round volume and access to consistent services via infrastructure
systems. Many regions suffer from high seasonality of rainfall (“interannual fluctuations”) and
therefore need infrastructure systems that can safely store great volumes of water. Other regions
have never had the capital or the stable governments to build reliable water infrastructure
systems. Other regions may have adequate infrastructure, but pervasive corruption erodes the
safety, accessibility, and quantity available to the population. In the post-industrial West, many
regions are water-rich and have robust water services. Other regions, such as the Great Plains of

the United States, lack enough rainfall to sustain large, urban populations or provide adequate

! Steven Solomon, Water: The Epic Struggle for Wealth, Power, and Civilization (New York: HarperPerennial,
2011), 349.

12 Veena Srinivasan, et al., “The Nature and Causes of the Global Water Crisis: Syndromes from a Meta-analysis of
Coupled Human-water Studies,” Water Resources Research, 48, no. 10 (October 2012), 10516—,
doi:10.1029/2011WR011087.
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water for irrigation farming. However, despite being water-poor, these regions have the capital
wealth and stable government systems that they have been able to build comprehensive water
infrastructure systems, which are then able to import vast quantities of water from distant water
catchments to the thirsty urban or agricultural districts. Hence, in the post-industrial West,
shortfalls of freshwater are fundamentally not due to a lack of water or infrastructure. Rather, the
central questions for the water sector—experts and advocates alike—are what volumes of water
are presupposed; who uses water for what purposes; and whether current water-use practices are
sustainable and equitable. As anthropologist and water scholar Veronica Strang writes, “Though
generally regarded as an ecological or technical problem, the overuse of water is, above all, a
social and political issue. An understanding and appreciation of people’s diverse relationships
with water... is vital for the resolution of conflict and for the development of more ecological and
socially sustainable forms of water use.”!?

It is very important to the effectiveness of discourses about water shortages in the West to
make this distinction between truly scant freshwater supplies or lack of infrastructure as opposed
to shortages of freshwater that are due to over-consumption and or water demands that are
inappropriate for a water-poor region. In the post-industrial West, discourses on water rarely
question the appropriateness of particular practices, such as growing water-intensive crops such
as cotton in California’s arid Imperial Valley. Hence, merely increasing supply or reducing
demand do not get at the root problem of why water is chronically in short supply in the West,

nor how to reduce or even reverse water pollution. Water shortage problems are due to how we

use water not to a problem inherent to water itself. The problem of water pollution is intertwined

13 Veronica Strang, Gardening the World: Agency, Identity and the Ownership of Water (Oxford: Berghahn Books,
2009), 5.
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with over-consumption in part due to pollution further depleting available water but also because
many water uses both pollute and deplete water systems, and also the water sector has conflated
conservation with demand-reduction interventions. Thus, the conventional focus on total water
volume or on water demand are the wrong starting points for water advocates and the water
sector. I contend that our water use practices depend on how we think of water, how we see it—
or fail to see it—and how we read it. Therefore, transforming water practices hinges on
reimagining water. In addition, the discourses on water shortages have been highly
anthropocentric, yet when water is oversubscribed and over-consumed in a region, the
consequences are felt widely throughout its watersheds. The public, industry, and academic
discourses on water shortages point to the limitations and suffering of human populations that
will result from non-intervention but rarely address the larger ecosystems within which human
communities are situated. Non-human animals and plants suffer as they compete for freshwater
supplies. Additionally, built water systems produce surface and ground water pollution, as do the
impermeable surfaces that human cultures build. Indeed, a great deal of unintended damage to
waterscapes has been caused by flood protection infrastructure as well as draining of wetlands to
improve health outcomes for human populations and provide for land development. What I am
suggesting is that shortages are as much environmental issues as they are economic, equality,
political, and humanitarian ones. Hence, my starting point in this project is to address water
issues not as one, global crisis but as complex and sometimes compound regional crises. I will
address the compound crises in the post-industrial West as an ecological crisis, and the fact that
they have complex causation. I will address three categories of causes: oversubscription of

supply; water pollution; and energy production.
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As I have indicated above, it is important to shift away from a focus on scarcity to one
that understands post-industrial and urban thirst, which is caused by supply- and demand-side
factors. Even more important will be to shift from a focus on water supplies and shortages to
understanding water-human relations. This chapter focuses on how the modern discourses about
water crises from the water sector, analysis and criticism by scholars, and my own criticism and
analysis. A key point that I will make below is that water has been socially constructed as an
abiotic, quantifiable material object, which is dualistic and reductive, and I contend that such a
social construction leads to instrumental or functional water-human relations and creates and
reinforces a utilitarian ethic that undergirds a considerable amount of the discourses on water
shortages and pollution. Further, my central thesis is that ecological activism on water issues in
the post-industrial West will need to grapple with how water has been socially constructed as a
primary step to transforming water practices. Below, I will examine how water crises have been
constructed, then I will review the contribution of scholars in the social sciences and humanities
to discourses on water, and I will offer my own contribution. The purpose of this chapter is to
bring to the fore the problem of how thinking about water shapes and limits how we engage with
bodies and flows of water both within and away from human settlements, and our proper
relations with them. Hence, this chapter is about understanding that we have a broken way of
thinking about water.

My larger point in this chapter is that it is too often assumed that water crises are caused
by material or environmental factors, and may be resolved through scientific, technical,
economic approaches (external application to the process), such thinking is positivistic and
circumscribed. It is only through challenging what global water crisis means, by examining

assumptions present in how the idea of global crisis is constructed as well as how water is
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constructed in Euro-western cultures that more thoroughgoing responses can be brought to light.
Likewise, we must challenge the social constructions of water, nature, and human to discover the
meanings that constrain and enable human engagements with waterscapes, and thus be able to
reconstruct water, nature, and human so that future engagements may be sustainable and just.

This chapter explores the water that we think with, and how environmental discourses,
both secular and religious, are hampered by misunderstanding water as a homogenous, material
object. It has five sections. I begin with a general introduction, then in section two, I move on to
an outline of my methodology and establishing important terms. In the third section, I discuss
several conventional approaches to water shortfalls. In section four, I discuss criticism and
alternative approaches found in the literature of water studies. In section five, I give an analysis
from the perspective of ecotheology and offer a grammar for making water seen and legible and
suggest a model for how water may be reimagined.

Methodology
While interdisciplinary, this dissertation is first and foremost a work of constructive theology. As

such, its principal task is to offer analysis, criticism, and reconstruction of how water has been
understood and represented as a material, asocial substance. Additionally, it is an ecotheology,
which means that it presents analysis, criticism, and reconstruction of nature and humanity from
the perspective of an environmental lament.'* Further, as my particular location epistemologically

is that of being a protestant-educated westerner.!> Within ecotheology, I presume that ecological

14 Peter Manley Scott, “Which Nature? Whose Justice? Shifting Meanings of Nature in Recent Ecotheology,” in
Studies in Church History 46 (2010), 431, https://doi:10.1017/50424208400000747; Heather Eaton, “Where Do We
Go from Here? Methodology, Next Steps, Social Change,” in Christian Faith and the Earth: Current Paths and
Emerging Horizons in Ecotheology, eds. Ernst M. Conradie, Sigurd Bergmann, Celia Deane-Drummond, and Denis
Edwards (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015): 218.

151 locate myself within the liberal Protestant tradition. While I was raised in the Catholic tradition, my theological
studies have been largely within the framework of Protestantism, with a great emphasis on ecumenicalism and
religious pluralism.
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problems do not occur by themselves but at the intersection of economic, gender, race, and class
disparity. As ecotheology addresses the brokenness of creation as well as the relationship between
humanity and nature, the task of ecotheology usually includes prescriptive reconstruction as well
as analysis. I will use the work of Old Testament scholar and biblical theologian Walter
Brueggemann on the prophetic imagination as a model for rethinking water. Brueggemann
explains that the task of a prophet, by which he means a person engaged in the role of cultural
critic and poet, is twofold.'® The initial prophetic task is to make a public presentation of the grief,
a lament, which gives name to the brokenness of a present moment. The lament is a protest and a
judgment; it expresses the sorrow and anger at the injustice and/or destruction that has occurred,
and names how the community has faltered or missed its mark. The second task, which is equally
important, is the public presentation of hope. The prophetic task of hope calls into being a
previously un-imagined future and point the way toward that future, what Brueggemann described
as the expression of “new realities against the more visible ones of the old order.”!” Ecotheology
likewise offers a lament and judgment, and an energizing reimagining of an alternate future to live
into. In chapter three, I will put in context the wide variety of ecotheologies but here I will state
that I am grounded in the EcoJustice branch of Christian ecotheology. My starting point for
ecotheology is that ecological thinking belongs at the heart of Christian life, and churches can be a
“hydraulic force” for change because of their distinctive attitudes and practices.'® In addition, a

central ecotheological premise of this dissertation is that as long as nature and culture are

16 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 2™ edition (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001).

17 Brueggemann, Prophetic Imagination, 14.

18 “Hydraulic force” is a metaphor used by theologian Walter Rauschenbusch to describe the power of religious
belief to redirect cultural practices toward more pro-social ends. I discuss this idea more fully in chapter three.

PAGE9



Chapter One—When We See Water

conceptually divorced, Euro-western culture (see below) will continue to privilege culture over
nature, and everyday practices will remain unsustainable and unjust.

In addition to the being grounded in ecotheology, I will also rely on two leading
theoretical frameworks from the social sciences: social constructionism and social change theory.
Social constructionism posits that knowledge of reality is organized, interpreted, and represented
jointly by humanity. Such jointly constructed knowledge is shared primarily through language,
but also by means of cultural conventions and practices. In turn these same constructions become
conceptual frameworks, mediate our experience of reality, and become what Immanuel Kant
termed “regulative ideas.” Said another way, social constructions are “taken-for-granted-
meanings” or established patterns of mutual meaning and expectation that have been internalized
to the point that they are unquestioned, tacit knowledge. What is important to note about social
constructions is that they are both “concepts of the mind” and, in many instances, signify
something in the actual world. Thus, in this chapter and others, I presume a “soft” social
constructionism, meaning that human beings do not construct material entities themselves but
that social constructions do inescapably mediate our phenomenological and conceptual
experiences of material entities. I will also use the concepts of dominant social construction, and
dominant or hegemonic narrative. Additionally, as ecotheology is grounded in hope for an
alternative future, I look critically at the standard models of social change.!® I am skeptical of the
behavioral or values-based theories assumed by environmental advocates and many scholars,

such as rational choice theory and value-belief-norm theory, which have been advanced by the

19 Heather Eaton, Introducing Ecofeminist Theologies (London: T&T Clark, 2005), 35-36. By social change, I mean
transformation in the cultural, structural, or population characteristics of a social system. Social change may occur
suddenly or gradually, may be sparked internally or externally, may be spontaneous or instigated, but it results in a
decidedly new form rather than a return to prior forms.
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fields of economics and psychology. My skepticism emerged as I began to recognize that the
underlying assumptions of human nature that pervaded the literature from water policy
professionals, and more generally environmental advocates, held that human beings are rational,
self-seeking agents, and that social change was driven by ends. This contradicted my own view
of human nature, which is grounded in the thought of Reinhold Niebuhr. Niebuhr emphasized the
paradoxical nature of human beings, and also was careful to distinguish between individual and
collective action. With this critical eye, I then recognized that the standard interventions of the
water sector were held captive by their unchallenged acceptance of behavioral or values-based
theories. In exploring the work of constructive ecotheologians, I was led to the work in sociology
and anthropology on social transformation, which has proved fruitful. Therefore, in later
chapters, I will present two theories of social change that are well established in sociology:
toolkit theory and social practice theory. The toolkit theory is most associated with sociologists
Ann Swidler and William Sewell. In examining what drives social change (large and small),
Swidler and Sewell have established that the popular understanding of collective values and
goals are not the primary drivers of social change. Instead, toolkit theory posits that what drives
social change. Social practice theory has roots similar to toolkit theory, but it is more interested
in social actions by groups rather than social structures or individual agents, and therefore
examines dynamics of everyday social phenomenon. The most essential contribution of social
change theory is its contention that everyday social practices, such water use, are not transformed
through reconfiguring ends but in transforming the building blocks of the practices, which are
the social constructions of water and water-human relations. Thus, I posit that it is in reimagining

water that consumptive and non-stainable water practices will be transformed. Below, I will
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propose a model for the process of reimagining water, which is based on Brueggemann’s model
of prophetic imagination.

This dissertation is an ecotheology of water. It is intended to address the question of how
to reimagine water in the West, and fits into a larger ecological and ecojustice discourses on
water crises. Throughout this chapter and those that follow, I will be looking at water crises from
the perspective of Euro-western industrialized and post-industrialized cultures, in particular the
United States. This is for three methodological reasons. First, as I stated above, I am situated
here. Second, as water crises are always particular to the spatiotemporal location, responses to
them must also be situated. In the West, discourses about water crises have not been situated
enough, which has led to the mistaken view that water crises may be solved reductive solutions. I
presume that water crises are inherently relational and communal, and therefore they will not be
solved on the level of individual households. Instead, they must be tackled by communities at the
municipal or regional level, and will be resolved only through extensive inquiry and
reimagination. Third, as will be discussed in more depth in chapter two, the United States
became a technological leader of large-scale, engineered water projects and later, due to the
economic power and political hegemony of the United States in the second half of the twentieth
century, the social construction of water and water management were exported around the
globe.?? Hence, as the United States has and continues to play such an authoritative role in
promoting and funding large-scale, engineered water systems, it is all the more important to

critically engaged social constructions of water and water infrastructure systems, as well as to

20 Veronica Strang, “Re-Imagined Communities: The Transformational Potential of Interspecies Ethnography in
Water Policy Development,” in The Oxford Handbook of Water Politics and Policy, eds. Ken Conca and Erika
Weinthal (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 149; Alberto Arce and Norman Long, Anthropology,
Development, and Modernities: Exploring Discourses, Counter-tendencies, and Violence (London: New York,
Routledge, 2000), 14—15.
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deconstruct the idea that water crises are material and solved through technology or marketplace
instruments.

To best examine the multiplicity of water problems, I will draw on a large body of
scholarship that may be called water studies or water scholarship, which is largely situated in the
sciences and the social sciences. Water studies is inherently transdisciplinary. Thus, the water
literature encompasses many disciplinary objectives and its readership includes individuals
working in government policy and the water sector as well as the academy. Its vocabulary is not
entirely consistent, as I will note below, nor does it share priorities or methodologies. Much of
the literature is located in the social sciences, which do have many shared methodologies. Many
scholars working on water research are well versed in ecology and hydrology. Additionally, as
the literature spans many disciplines, the aims of the research are wide-ranging, overlapping at
times with those of ecotheology and the environmental movement. Hence, this survey of the
literature is intended to illustrate the variety of scholars working on water, but it is not intended
to represent them as having a unified aim in studying water nor a consensus in how water is
theorized.

PRELIMINARY POINTS
There are two preliminary points that are useful for framing this discussion of what water is and

what it means: the idea of a dominant social construction and how water has been constructed as
an almost exclusively material, rather than hybrid substance. In this chapter and in those that
follow, I use the term social construction to signify a mental representation that is 1) shared, 2)
multi-layered, 3) often accepted unquestioningly, and 4) not the thing itself. Below, I refer to
dominant construction of water, and in later chapters I will also refer to the dominant social
constructions of nature and human nature, or dominant construction. I wish to acknowledge that

dominant constructions are just that: meanings within shared cultural systems that have

PAGE 13



Chapter One—When We See Water

dominated for extended periods of time. While a dominant construction is by no means the only
way of thinking about an entity or substance, nor is it held universally, a dominant construction
does marginalize other meanings and, in most instances, controls professional, scholarly, and
public discourses. Constructions can be contested, such as the construction of gender, or be
largely unexamined within a culture.?! The most important characteristics of a dominant
construction is that it is widely held by members within a given culture who hold power or status
and that it is so normative as to be common sense, often the only way of conceiving of its
subject. As theologian Richard Rice writes,”[t]he fundamental assumptions of any age or culture
occupy a level of our cognitive architecture so deep that it seems unnatural to question them.
They are so deeply woven into the fabric of our thinking that we typically think with them, not
about them.”?? Rice’s distinction, that a social construction is one that we think with, is very
useful. Thus, a dominant constructions is best understood as knowledge or a meaning that has
been internalized to the point that it seems natural, or as Bruno Latour wrote, so tacit that it has
“...no mark of its having been produced by anyone.”??

The second preliminary point is to note the dichotomy between the social constructions
of nature and culture in the post-modern Euro-western worldview, and that this is replicated by
how water has been constructed as belonging to nature and not culture. The way in which water

came to be conceptualized in contemporary culture stems from the way nature was constructed in

the Early Modern Period, which in turn is rooted in the mind/body dualism that originated in

2l Ann Swidler, “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies,” American Sociological Review 51, no. 2 (1986): 273—
86, 25.

22 Richard Rice, “The Challenge of Spiritual Individualism (and How to Meet it),” Andrews University Seminary
Studies 43, no. 1 (Spring 2005): 113-31, 115.

23 Bruno Latour, Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers through Society (Cambridge, Harvard
University Press, 1987), 43.
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classical Greek philosophy and reached its zenith in the work of René Descartes.?* The concept
of nature evolved from the older concept of natura, which was an adjective use to signify the
essential character of a thing (rerum natura).?® In the fourteenth century, natura underwent a
semantic drift as natural philosophers came to use natura to describe the intrinsic force that
controls the world or humanity, or both. In the seventeenth century, natura shifted again from
being used largely as an adjective to signify the quality or essence of a thing to being a singular
absolute noun that signified the abstract idea of “the material world itself, taken as including or
not including human beings.”?® Later, as empiricism became the dominant epistemological
framework, nature and culture came to be conceived as ontologically separate realms. Hence,
since the end of the nineteenth century, nature is largely understood and represented as that
which exists in the material world exogenous of humanity, culture, or human artifacts.?” As
geographer Owain Jones writes: “Although there is but one world in common, somehow it has
long been common to suppose that the world is in fact divided in two: into a world of nature and
another, one of culture. For more than four centuries this nature/culture dualism has shaped
knowledge, politics, and ethics in the West...”?8 However, such an idea of nature has been

rejected in many fields, including ecotheology.

24 Terje Tvedt and Terje Oestigaard, “A History of the Ideas of Water: Deconstructing Nature and Constructing
Society,” in 4 History of Water: Ideas of Water from Ancient Societies to the Modern World, Series 11, vol. I, eds.
Terje Tvedt and Terje Oestigaard (London: IB Tauris, 2009), 18.

25 Raymond Williams, “Nature,” in Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, rev. ed. (New York, Oxford
University Press, 1983), 219-224.

26 Williams, Keywords, 219.

27 Raymond Williams wrote, “Nature has meant. . .the ‘unspoiled places’, plants and creatures other than man. The
use is especially current in contrasts between town and country: nature is what man has not made, though if he made
it long enough ago—a hedgerow or a desert—it will usually be included as natural.” Williams, Keywords, 223.

28 Owain Jones, “After Nature: Entangled Worlds” in A Companion to Environmental Geography, eds. Noel
Castree, David Demeritt, Diana Liverman, and Bruce Rhoads (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2009), 294.
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I will tackle this problem in more depth in chapters six and seven, but it is worthwhile to
introduce the nature/culture dichotomy here. Just as nature is socially constructed, so too is
water, which has led to a correlated construction of water.?” Water has largely been constructed
as natural, and therefore abiotic, passive, and material. For example, when a space is located
geographically near to culture, it is constructed as domesticated or urban whereas if it is far from
culture, it is constructed as natural. Hence, water has been conceived of as ontologically different
than culture based on the taken-for-granted dualism of nature/culture. Water is defined as abiotic,
and if it is unmodified, it is constructed as natural.>* The meanings of water that may be cultural
or cultured are usually ignored or abandoned in favor of those based on its material properties
and qualities.®! Further, in the post-modern age, water is conceived of as an object rather than an
agent, as non-relational, and as abiotic. More bluntly, in the modern and post-modern
industrialized and urbanized West, water has been constructed as dead, dumb, and disenchanted.

As we shall see in later chapters, the divide between nature and culture has been rejected
by many scholars, as has the divide between water and culture. Historian and geographer Terje
Tvedt concludes: “Water is culture, but it is also nature. It is never either or, but always both.”*?
Tvedt, Strang, and other scholars and water experts are initiating a compelling reconstruction of

water by calling for alternative constructs that honor the multifarious forms and meanings of

water, and coherently account for its material and cultural dimensions.** Geographer Matthew

2 See Linton, What is Water?, 109; Veronica Strang, The Meaning of Water (Oxford: Berg, 2006), 115. Strang
notes that water as a material substance, the prevailing social construction of water, is encoded as natural but only if
it is unadulterated and unmanipulated by human communities.

30 Linton, What is Water?, 157, 187-189.

31 An excellent example of this is William Lycan’s article “The Meaning of ‘Water’: An Unsolved Problem,”
Philosophical Issues 16, no. 1 (2006): 184—-199. Lyman works out several issues of meaning, yet he only examines
material meanings of water.

32 Tvedt and Oestigaard, “History of the Ideas of Water,” 3.

33 See, for example, Erik Swyngedouw, “Circulations and Metabolisms: (Hybrid) Natures and (Cyborg) Cities,”
Science as Culture 15, no. 2 (2006): 105-121.
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Grandy describes this re-envisioning of water as a “dialectical rather than a functionalist” model
and explains that “an emphasis on dynamic processes of social and political contestation takes
9934

precedence over teleological conceptions.

IMPORTANT TERMS
Nature and water are each complex words in English. Each has a broad range of meanings that

must be considered, and within environmental discourses, particular meanings need ongoing
attention. Both are used as concrete nouns, signifying particular places and instances. However,
they are also used as “singular absolutes,” by which I mean a noun that is used in the absolute
sense and morphologically is singular rather than plural. Natures has a different sense than
nature, as waters has a different sense than water. Becoming mindful of when we use nature and
water in the singular absolute sense it significant because abstractions quickly become
reifications. In addition to the grammatical, nature and water each word signifies a great variety
of actual and abstract things. The noun nature can indicate a wide array of particular spaces but
can also refer to the collective ideal of all spaces that are not builz.*> In addition, the use of the
adjective natural is equally problematic.

As Raymond Williams wrote in his seminal work Keywords, human language has the
ability to be particular and abstract, and linguistic drift will inevitably shift meanings.’® My
initial instinct to the muddiness and complexity of the terms nature and water was to develop
terms that specified exactly what I meant to signify. However, I realized that this perpetuated the

problem of divorcing nature and culture rather than ameliorate it. Therefore, I will use nature,

34 Matthew Gandy, “Rethinking Urban Metabolism: Water, Space and the Modern City,” City 8, no. 3 (December
2004): 364.

35 Several disciplines use the term built to designate spaces that have been modified by human culture. Urban and
suburban spaces are built whereas Antarctica or unpopulated, oceanic islands are not built spaces.

36 Williams, Keywords, 219-224.

PAGE 17



Chapter One—When We See Water

natural, and water unadorned, unless particular clarity is needed. I will use the term nature in
this sense: nature is the unmediated material world, which human beings exists within. Hence, I
allow for nature to be described as more wild/unmodified and spaces such as cities to be less
wild/built. The term nature has an additional level of complexity in that it commonly connotes
contradictory senses. In Euro-western culture, nature is simultaneous conceived as all of reality
including humanity and all of reality excepting humanity. I will discuss this more fully in chapter
five. However, it should be noted that in this chapter and those that follow I am using the term
nature as meaning the whole ecosphere inclusive of humanity, unless otherwise specified.

The word water is especially tricky because water flows and circulates. In some
instances, it is important to emphasis the circulation of waters through built and non-built spaces,
and therefore I will employ the inclusive term water system. When it is important to indicate
where flows are located, I will use the more specific terms built water system, which indicates
the flows through water supply and waste infrastructure system such as reservoirs and water
mains, and natural water system, for flows through rivers, aquifers, wetlands, and oceans. Hence,
I will refrain from using the more common terms found in the academic water literature of
material water and modified water. In differentiating between expanses and flows of water and
conceptual waters, I will differentiate these as different aspects of water, rather than different
dimensions, characters, natures, or ontologies of water.?” Each term is problematic to a greater or
lesser degree because, while scholars are seeking a more comprehensive and inclusive
understanding of water, such classifications divide rather than merely distinguish. Additionally, I

will use the terms shortfall and shortages rather than scarcity. While all three terms indicate

37 Several authors have argued for understanding water as having a variety of ontologies, such as Joachim Blatter
Helen Ingram, Julian Yates, Leila Harris, and Nicole Wilson. I will discuss this more in chapter two.
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insufficiency, scarcity has the sense of water itself beings scarce, whereas shortfall and shortage
have the sense of supplies being less than what is expected or demanded. As I indicated above,
scarcity is a socially constructed narrative that is seemly neutral but in actuality is used to ascribe
asocial and apolitical causality to shortfalls in available freshwater.

Equally intricate are the terms culture and society. Again, I depend on the excellent
scholarship of Williams, who explained in several texts that culture has three main senses. They
are (i) “the independent and abstract noun which describes a general process of intellectual,
spiritual and aesthetic development;” (ii); “the independent noun, whether used generally or
specifically, which indicates a particular way of life, whether of a people, a period, a group, or
humanity in general;” and (iii) “the independent and abstract noun which describes the works
and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity.”*® Of Williams three meanings, the
first two are germane to this dissertation, and I will use them as such: (i) an absolute sense of
culture as the collectively produced and shared concepts, conventions, and commitments of a
large human population, and (ii) a descriptive sense of culture as being particular forms that have
occurred in particular places at particular times. I will use culture in the (i) absolute sense when |
contrast culture to nature. However, [ will use culture in the (ii) descriptive sense when I discuss
the historical process that led to the current social construction of water as homogenous, material
object. I will refrain from using the term society. Like culture, society has several senses, and is
often used ambiguously or interchangeably with culture. Further, several fields use society rather
than culture to connote the absolute sense of the processes by which a large human community

advances and its forms. Likewise, there is no fixed used across fields to connote society in the

38 Raymond Williams, “The Analysis of Culture,” in Cultural Theory and Popular Culture: A Reader, ed. John
Storey (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2006) 48.
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sense of a particular way of life of a particular human humanity that lives in a particular socio-
temporal location. Across the water literature, there is a marked degree of inconsistency and
scholars rarely make their meaning explicit or note alternative terms. For the sake of clarity, I
have chosen to use culture and not to use society. However, in direct quotations I have kept the
original. To help my readers, I make note at the beginning of relevant chapters, in the footnotes,
where instances of this occur so that readers are not caught unaware.

I will not use the term creation, which is commonly found in the ecotheology literature,
except in chapter six. Creation is a term used to connote what has been created by God. It is
sometimes used inclusive of humanity but more often it is used as a reconstruction of nature in
the sense of that which is not human and is beloved/valued by God. I have refrained from using
creation instead of nature for two reasons. First, as this project is intended to be in conversation
within the larger discourses on water outside of ecotheology, it is important to have consistency
of terminology. Second, from my work within the ecotheology literature, the ecotheologians who
have worked through the significance and consequences of the social construction of either
nature or creation is limited. As I have said of nature, human nature, and water, I maintain with
creation—an authentic reconstruction of creation is not possible without critical analysis.

In addition, I will use the term Euro-western culture to refer to the particular sense of the
culture of western Europe. Euro-western culture came to be through norms, values, customs,
political structures, economic systems, and educational practices inherited from western Europe.
Euro-western culture is characterized by an emphasis on individualism and rationalism that
emerged from the traditions of Hellenistic philosophy, Scholasticism, humanism, the Scientific
Revolution, the Enlightenment, and the modern university system. Thus, Euro-western culture

has concepts and constructs, philosophical and religious categories, and societal structures that
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are particular rather than universal and are largely invisible to those within the culture. In
addition, Euro-western culture is characterized economically by systems of industrialization and
post-industrialization, capitalism, urbanization, globalism, and consumerism. Although many
countries that may be described as Euro-western adhere to forms of socialist governance and
social welfare structures, the economic policies and markets of these nations still conform to
concepts and constructs, conventions, and commitments of the larger Euro-western culture.
Likewise, there is variation among nations in political and legal systems, but they still conform
to the concepts and constructs, conventions, and commitments of classical liberalism and
democracy. I have chosen the term Euro-western, which I own to Heather Eaton, to signify a
culture that is not particular to the geographic Western Hemisphere, and to acknowledge its
origins in occidental Europe.’® Geographically speaking, the term applies to regions that either
lie in western Europe or have been strongly influenced by Euro-western culture by immigrant
populations, such as Australia. In addition, in using the term Euro-western culture, 1 also wish to
call out what has been taken in previous generations as the only way of understanding culture
and how such constructions effectively “disappear” the people who do reflect nor fully
participate in the dominant Euro-western culture. At any given time, there are a great number of
people living in regions dominated by Euro-western culture who, due to their own religion,
political, ethnic, or economic circumstances, are neither “of” Euro-western culture or reject it.

My own understanding of culture is that it is not one unified or homogenous system but is a

39 As many ecotheologians have noted, in Eastern Orthodox Christianity the conceptual dualism between humanity
and nature is not as stark. Eastern Orthodox Christianity does not share an Augustinian understanding of original sin
that predominated in western Christianity, nor did eastern Christianity separate natural and supernatural revelation to
the degree that western Christianity did after Aquinas and the scholastics, which resulted in natural theology. Thus,
when I indicate the theological origins of Euro-western culture and how it shaped the culture for two millennia, [ am
not referring to the traditions or influence of Eastern Orthodox Christianity.
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multitude of norms, values, mores, beliefs, and epistemologies that have particularly but also
overlap and interact. In addition, the concepts, constructs, conventions, and commitments within
this multitude are sometimes in harmony and sometimes at odds, and thus are continually in
process. Yet, while it is important to acknowledge the plurality of culture, it is also important to
be able to speak of the social structures and systems of meaning that are dominate and how they
have be mobilized by economically and politically powerful groups and institutions. Thus, I
understand culture in the absolute and the particular senses. In addition, alongside my use of
Euro-western culture, 1 will also use the phrases in the West, industrialized-scientific culture, and
the post-industrial West to refer to the dominate culture context, and its assumptions of
materialism, consumerism, individualism, and liberalism, that water crises occur and water-
focused advocates must address.*

I will also be using the terms social construction and construct, which I will use
interchangeably. As I stated above, social construction connotes a process of jointly constructed
meanings that are given to entities, phenomenon, and objects, which in turn organizes shared
reality. Social constructions may be relatively concrete in what they signify, such as a social
construction of doorstop, or may be highly abstract, such as the social construction of world.
Indeed, constructions may even themselves become objects to conceptual investigation, such as
is done with the philosophical investigation of constructions such as evil. In his discussion of
how the constructs world and nature differ, theologian Gordon Kaufman illuminated a key

function of constructions when he stated that they are “created by the human imagination as a

40 The term post-industrial society was coined by French sociologist Alain Touraine. Touraine focused on social
movements, and held that structural mechanism and class struggle most shape culture. I have adopted the modifier
post-industrial to indicate the prevailing culture of some nations whose economies moved away from an emphasis
on the manufacturing goods and towards the production of services and a dominance within economies of
international finance and multinational corporations.

PAGE 22



Chapter One—When We See Water

heuristic device to make possible the ordering and relating of all our other concepts of objects
and events.”*! What is most significant to this dissertation is that social constructions are jointly
created and recreated through social interaction; they enable and constrain; they convey a great
deal of tacit meaning; and they are a conceptual tool that proved organization and meaning to
reality. Constructs can become fundamental assumptions about reality, so much so that they
become unconscious and unquestioned.

In addition, I will also use the term concept to denote a smaller mental element. Several
concepts can be aggregated into a larger construct, which has a dependent but different meaning.
As with constructs, concepts are neither good nor bad. They are part of the cognitive processes of
human intelligence, and important elements of language and communication. As with constructs,
concepts are formed through the mental processes of abstraction, which creates meaning from
particular instances and from the larger repertoire of meanings available within a language and
culture. Thus, concepts are socially constructed and revised through reconstruction. Another way
of understanding the relationship between concepts and constructs is that constructs are an
assemblage of concepts.

I will discuss the term practice in chapter two, but as I have already used it, let me clarify
how I apply it to my work. Practice is used to connote an action or, more often, a series of
actions that are done regularly and with some degree of mastery, and dependent on taken-for-
granted knowledge. I also use the term water practices, by which I connote water use or
consumption that is contingent on both social structures and material infrastructure as well as

socially shared conventions, expectations, and/or meanings. Water practices contrast with

4! Gordon D. Kaufman, “A Problem for Theology: The Concept of Nature,” Harvard Theological Review 65, no. 3
(July 1972): 344.
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watered processes and products. By watered processes and watered products, | mean processes
of production, such as irrigation agriculture or computer chip manufacturing, that produce
products for market that are disconnected from the consumption of water, such as smart phones
or blue jeans.

Lastly, I will use the terms narrative and counternarratives as cognate terms to “soft”
social constructivism that I have adopted and explained here. I came to the terms through Walter
Brueggemann’s The Prophetic Imagination, which is grounded in textual criticism. Later, I
began to hear narrative and counternarrative being applied to the constructs of race and gender
through community work in Seattle on race and equity, and I realized that these uses of the terms
had developed from cultural studies and had been influenced by social constructionism. The
usefulness of narrative and counternarratives to ecotheology is that they focus on humans as a
storytelling animal, and that stories are the way that individuals, groups, cultures, and religions
organize and make meaning of their shared experiences and engagements. However, it should be
noted that when I use these terms, I am not referring to the work of Narrative theory. Narrative
theory is a technical school, which I will not incorporate.** Having given an outline of my
methodology, important terms, and introduced the several preliminary points of this project, |
turn next to a discussion of conventional understandings of water crises and their respective

solutions.

42 Four of the major works in narrative theory over the last ten years are the following: Paul Cobley, Narrative, 2nd
ed., New Critical Idiom Series (London: Routledge, 2013); Mark Currie, Postmodern Narrative Theory, 2nd ed.
Transitions (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); David Herman, James Phelan, Peter J. Rabinowitz, Brian
Richardson, and Robyn Warhol, Narrative Theory: Core Concepts and Critical Debates, Theory and Interpretation
of Narrative (Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University Press, 2012); and Alun Munslow, Narrative and History,
2nd ed., Theory and History (New York: Red Globe Press, 2019).
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Water Crises and What Water Experts Get Wrong
This chapter is focusing on what the water sector does not or cannot address about water crises,

which is that, in the water-rich West, water crises are a result of how we use water, which in turn
is contingent on how we have socially constructed water. As historian Lynn White, Jr. argued in
his seminal speech, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis,” that because how we
engage with nature depends on what we think nature is, the first step in addressing ecological
crises is to “clarify our thinking” by critically examining “the presuppositions that underlie
modern tech and science.”® T agree that it is essential to environmental discourses, secular and
religious, that we examine, assess, and reformulate the presuppositions we have about water and
water issues. Thus, I reiterate the important distinction that there is not one global water crisis. It
has become well recognized that many regions around the globe suffer from: a paucity of native
water, an absence of infrastructure and adequate water service, water pollution, or a lack of
political/economic access to water. However, the water crises in highly industrialized and post-
industrial societies are not due to low quantities, water quality or safety, or political/economic
barriers to access.** In the West, shortages of water are mainly due to over-consumption of
water, and that over-consumption occurs largely in the agricultural and industrial sectors.*’
Additionally, I would also like to reiterate that my focus is the ecological water crises of the
post-industrial West. Here, I examine the institutional discourses of water sector and government

institutions from the perspective water studies and ecotheology. As I stated above in the

43 Lynn White, Jr., “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis,” Science 155, no. 3767 (March 10, 1967): 1203—
1207, 1204.

4 David E. Newton, The Global Water Crisis: A Reference Handbook (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, LLC,
2016), 77-80.

4 Amy Vickers, Handbook of Water Use and Conservation: Homes, Landscapes, Business, Industries, Farms
(Amherst, MA: WaterPlow Press, 2012), 330. An excellent discussion that parses the differences between water
crises by scale and geographic location is Peter P. Rogers, M. Ramon Llamas, and Luis Martinez Cortina, eds.,
Water Crisis: Myth or Reality? (London: CRC Group, 2006).
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methodology section, I will not examine the issues of privatization or WaSH water directly.*¢
Each of these is an issue dear to religious environmental movement organizations (REMOs), as
they are concerned for social justice and human rights. However, as this is an ecotheological
dissertation, my scope is limited.*’

CONVENTIONAL RESPONSES TO SUPPLY SHORTAGES FROM THE WATER SECTOR
Throughout history, the problem of providing adequate supplies of water has been addressed by

either capturing, transferring, or storing water by built systems such as small dams, aqueducts,
ganats, and stepwells, as well as practices such water harvesting and water recycling.* In the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries, responses have remained the same but their scale has
changed. Large-scale, highly engineered water infrastructure systems, such as dams, inter-
regional aqueducts, and water banking emerged in the early twentieth century in the United
States.*’ Through many programs of international development organizations, such as the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund, the United States effectively exported this
technoscientific approach to the Global South in the second half of the twentieth century.’® In the

last quarter of a century, a shift towards emphasizing conservation has occurred. This is a result

46 The term WaSH is an acronym that stands for water, sanitation, and hygiene. It includes water used in cooking,
cleaning, elimination. It is considered to be essential for human health and well-being.

47 This is a term created by Steven Ellingson. See Ellingson, To Care for Creation: The Emergence of the Religious
Environmental Movement (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016).

8 For much of history, wastewater was not as significant a problem for societies as capturing, storing, distributing
freshwater. Wastewater became a problem only after urbanization and prosperity in modern, western European and
North American cities during the first half of the nineteenth century greatly increased direct water service to urban
homes and business. The challenge of the second half of the nineteenth century was to expand sewer system
capacity, and to innovate water treatment of drinking water supplies and, in the twentieth century, treatment of
wastewater.

49 Other nations with arid or semi-arid climates and access to capital and stable governs, such as Spain, followed suit
in the first half of the twentieth century. However, no other nation built as prolifically as the United States.

50 Barbara Rose Johnson, “Water, Culture, Power: Hydrodevelopment Dynamics,” in Water, Cultural Diversity, and
Global Environmental Change, ed. Barbara Rose Johnston, et al (Paris, FR: UNESCO-IHP, 2011), 296. Other
scholars have noted this as well, including Marc Reiser, Malin Falkemark, and Jamie Linton.
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of political and economic realities rather than being grounded in conservation or an ethic of
sustainability as large-scale water projects are expensive in both political and actual capital.

Since the 1990s, the public and private professional advisors and managers who oversee
water supply and wastewater infrastructure systems—who are commonly referred to as the water
sector—have worked to balance or reduce water demand as the primary approach to providing
adequate freshwater supplies to cities and farms.>! The water sector uses what are called hard
path solutions. These include building new infrastructure, expanding or refurbishing existing
infrastructure, limited adoption of new technologies such as desalination, and scant development
of water recycle infrastructure.>? As noted above, in the past several decades, the preferred
approach to shortages has become demand reduction and management, such as education
campaigns, government rebate programs for fixtures and appliances that reduce water use,
alternative pricing, quotas, and water trading, which are termed soft path solutions.>> While
many water sector professionals and experts have lauded soft path solutions for fostering
sustainability because reduced demand is assumed to have a smaller environmental footprint, the
reality is more complicated. For example, water expert Juliet Christian-Smith has written that,
despite a great deal of advocacy at the international and national levels, the United States federal
government has not taken on many of these solutions, and continues to favor hard path solutions
to water supply.>* Individual states, such as California and Nevada, have embraced and

implemented soft path solutions, whereas others, such as Arizona, continue to emphasize hard

5! Juliet Christian-Smith, et al., A Twenty-First Century US Water Policy (New York: Oxford University Press,
2012), 303.

52 Peter H. Gleick, “Global Freshwater Resources: Soft-Path Solutions for the 21st Century,” Science 302 (28
November 2003), 1524-1528.

53 Alison Browne, “Insights from the Everyday: Implications of Reframing the Governance of Water Supply and
Demand From ‘People’ to ‘Practice’,” WIREs Water 2 (April 2015): 415. Linton, What is Water, 210-11.

54 Christian-Smith, Twenty-First Century US Water Policy, 303.
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path even while they adopt select soft path solutions. Unfortunately, as constructing water
infrastructure is capital intense, and developing or renovation of its distribution and drainage
networks disrupts landscapes, water issues tend to attract the attention of individuals and groups
seeking political advantage or economic gain. While these conventional approaches to scarcity
seem quite reasonable given how essential freshwater is to the residential, municipal,
institutional, commercial, industrial, and agricultural sectors of every contemporary industrial
and post-industrial nation, they are in fact focused on the wrong thing. The water sector has
attended to material factors of water-human engagements, and has overlooked or misunderstood
social factors that enables and constrains water practices as well as social transformation.

WATER BLIND AND WATER ILLITERATE
A larger problem is that in contemporary Euro-western culture, we are water blind and

water illiterate. > What I mean by water blind is that even when we look at water, we do not see
it, materially or conceptually. In addition, we do not see the water imbedded in most of the
landscapes and goods that we encounter each day. We do not see the virtual water that is part of
our food, nor the water footprint that is a part of making most market goods (such as smart
phones or jeans), nor do we see the water systems all around us that we harness in order to have
reliable water for our homes, municipal spaces, businesses, and farms. What we see when we
look at water is what we have reduced water to be: an aesthetic ornament, a drinking water
stockpile, or a utilitarian good that flows from our tap. In addition, we are water illiterate. We do

not understand the complexities of our water laws or the governance at the local, state, or

55 T am not the first to use the term water blindness. Swedish hydrologist Malin Falkenmark used the term in “The
Massive Water Scarcity Now Threatening Africa: Why Isn’t It Being Addressed?” Ambio 18, no. 2 (1989): 112—18.
www.jstor.org/stable/4313541. She returned to the idea in “Approaching the Ultimate Constraint: Water Shortage in
the Third World,” in Resources and Population: National, Institutional and Demographic Dimensions of
Development, eds. Bernardo Colombo, Paul Demeny and Max F. Perutz (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996): 71-81.
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national level. Water is plentiful in much of the West, and in the places where it isn’t plentiful,
governments have stepped in to create infrastructure that gives the illusion that water is abundant
and is only modestly valuable.

The sources of our blindness are multiple, and they reinforce one another. First, in the
West, due to the historic patterns that I will discuss in chapter two, we have come to think of the
development and management of water infrastructure as the domain of professional engineers,
hydrologists, and government administrators. Second, as a result of the reliability of the highly
engineered, state supported, and reliable water infrastructure, water supplies have come to be
socially constructed as mundane and non-salient. Water is plentiful in much of the West; and in
the places where it isn’t plentiful, governments have stepped in to create infrastructure that gives
the illusion that water is abundant and is only modestly valuable. In a sense, we have the
privilege of not needing to think much about water because in the West we are water-rich or, by
the standards of much of the rest of the world, just rich. Hence, even when we look at water, we
do not see it. What we see when we look at water is what we have reduced water to be: an
ornament, a resource, or a utility that flows from our tap. In addition, we do not see the water
imbedded in most of the landscapes and goods that we encounter each day.

In addition, we are water illiterate because we do not know how to deconstruct the water
that we think with, nor can we decode the linkages between water and watered products. Thus,
we do not see the virtual water that is part of our food, nor the water footprint that is a part of
making many market goods such as smart phones and denim jeans, nor do we see the water
systems all around us that deliver freshwater to homes, businesses, industry, agriculture, power
plants, or recreational facilities. Further, we do not understand the complexities of our water laws

or the governance at the local, state, or national level. The water that we think with is the same
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everywhere for all people in the West. This is another way that water is homogenized. When
scarcity is a technical/scientific issue, it allows the non-experts to brush off concern. Hence,
responses to water crises, both in the wealthy but water-poor regions of the West as well as the
water- and infrastructure-poor regions around the globe, have emphasized technoscientific,
neoliberal economic, and household-level responses to shortages and sustainability. What is
called for is making water visible and legible, which I will discuss in later sections and in chapter
two.% But first, I will review the most dominant responses by the water sector and then the
analysis of them by water scholars.

PROMETHEAN APPROACH—THE BASIS OF WATER SECTOR APPROACHES
In addition to the water sector, there are many water experts, from the fields of engineering and

applied science as well as from economics and law, who have written extensively on water
shortages and proposed a variety of hard and soft path interventions.’” In Water 4.0, engineering
professor David Sedlak writes that the modern urbanized regions that are short of water should
put their energies towards technology innovations that create “new” supplies, such as treating
wastewater for tertiary uses (recycling) and allow for decentralized disruption systems. Sedlak
explains that there have been three previous revolutions in how human societies have managed
freshwater supplies, which each were technological innovations. As human societies have done
before, Sedlak states, so much we do again by re-inventing our existing technology to use the

same water two and three times. Sedlak’s recommendations reflect a faith in technoscientific

561 first became aware of this point from reading Veronica Strang’s The Meaning of Water, which explains that as
water infrastructure historically developed, flows of water into and out of homes came to be hidden from view as the
outcome of the development of water services, such as direct connections and domestic sewer lines. Later, [ saw a
similar theme—of water being obscured, hidden, or invisible to the post-modern mind and the need for intention to
make it visible once again—in the work of scholars such as Jamie Linton, Liz Roberts, and Catherine Philips.

57 See Brian D. Richter, Chasing Water: A Guide for Moving from Scarcity to Sustainability (Washington, DC:
Island Press, 2014), 75-96; Charles Fishman, The Big Thirst: The Secret Life and Turbulent Future of Water (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 2012), 252-256; Peter Rogers and Susan Leal, Running Out of Water, 2.
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interventions above others that is commonplace among experts, policy makers, and water sector
professionals.’® Another theme common among water experts is the presumed potential for the
free market to reduce water demand. In admonishing the water industry to revise their traditional
reliance on technology or large-scale engineering schemes, legal scholar Robert Jerome Glennon
remains captive to the accepted belief that either market-based interventions or a human rights
legislation can transform water use practices.’® While Glennon does not take a supply-side
approach to understanding water problems, he believes that free markets are effective tools for
demand management. Similarly, senior water economist David Zetland argues that the price of
water, both residential and bulk water, should be based on supply and demand, or as he states
should reflect scarcity.®® Zetland does address ecological concerns by acknowledging that water
in nature provides ecosystem services, such as healthy rivers, parklands, well-being of living in
green environments, and therefore should be accounted for as part of the calculus for establishing
water rates. Theoretically, waters from more ecologically sensitive or intensively subscribed
regions would cost more for rate-payers, and in turn would reduce demand.

Several water experts, such as Peter Gleick, Sandra Postal, and Brian Richter suggest that
more innovative and effective solutions to increasing available freshwater supplies lie in
significantly improving the existing water systems, reducing demand, and, most of all, in
recycling greywater and even black water as “new” supplies. In Chasing Water, Richter states

that tradition interventions such as water storage and water transfer have reached the limits of

8 David L. Sedlak, Water 4.0: The Past, Present, and Future of the World’s Most Vital Resource (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2014), 239-272.

3 Robert Jerome Glennon, Unquenchable: America’s Water Crisis and What To Do About It, 289-292, 307-8.

0 David Zetland, The End of Abundance: Economic Solutions to Water Scarcity (Amsterdam: Aguanomics Press,
2011), 75-77. Zetland uses the phrase “the end of abundance” to frame a narrative of not just water shortages but
extensive, enduring water scarcity.
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their ability to affordable and sustainable create additional water supplies. However, Richter is
sanguine about the potential of large-scale water recycling and de-centralized systems. Another
well-known expert is Peter Gleick, who has been a longtime proponent of the soft path solutions,
both in the context of his home state California and globally, and has been a staunch advocate for
taking into account environmental as well as human freshwater needs as essential to soft path
solutions. Gleick’s approach has become widely accepted as prudent and environmentally
responsible. While Gleick’s approach is intended better than conventional approaches, most
notable in giving attention to freshwater needs of ecosystems, it important to note that Gleick’s
work remains firmly in the technoscientific camp.®! While these Promethean approaches to water
shortfalls on the surface seem to be aligned with environmental ethics of sustainability and
justice, they have several shortcomings, which have been addressed by water studies. Let us now
consider their criticisms.

Proposed Critical Approaches to Water Crises from the Water Literature
Water scholars have been critical of the approaches to shortfalls most advocated by the water

industry and water policy experts. To begin, I will give a brief overview of criticism from the
water literature of the water sector’s focused on infrastructure and volumetric supplies. In
addition, several water scholars have been critical of demand-reduction approaches to shortages
that depend on economic interventions or education campaigns as ineffective as water-use
practices change more for lower-income rate payers (who typically use less water to begin with),

or as having limited durability as rate payers most often increase their water use over time.5?

ol Peter H. Gleick, ed. Water in Crisis: A Guide to the World’s Fresh Water Resources (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1993.

62 Liz Roberts and Katherine Phillips, eds., introduction to Water, Creativity and Meaning: Multidisciplinary
Understandings of Human-Water Relationships (New York: Routledge, 2018), 27-29; Veronica Strang, The
Meaning of Water (Oxford: Berg, 2006), 45. See also, Maria Kaika, “The Political Ecology of Water Scarcity: The
1989-1991 Athenian Drought,” in In the Nature of Cities (London: Routledge, 2006).
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Other water scholars have been critical of demand-management schemes because they do not
address the social practices that drive water use or the larger market forces that drive the
production of water-intensive crops and consumer products.®?

Water scholars are critical of the reliance of the water sector on technology innovations
and scientific breakthroughs. Others water scholars have gone further to criticize the very idea of
conservation because of what is known as Jevons Paradox, which is an explanation of why
increases in efficiency or capacity paradoxically lead to increases in demand or use.®* In the case
of water infrastructure, Javons Paradox predicts that irrigation modernization or infrastructure
renovation produce greater efficiency and seemingly would reduce demand but actually lead to
greater demand. Lastly, there is a criticism that, given information and incentives, people will
shift to more sustainable water use practices.® This analysis is an important contribution to
water-focused advocacy because it shows that presuppositions of technology and science have
already shown themselves to be inadequate to the task of responding to water crises.®® An even
more important contribution of water studies is their argument that water crises, water-human

relations, and water itself are socially constructed.

63 Claire Hoolohan and Alison L. Browne, “Reimagining Spaces of Innovation for Water Efficiency and Demand
Management: An Exploration of Professional Practices in the English Water Sector,” Water Alternatives 11, no. 3
(October 2018): 957-978, and Elizabeth Shove, “Efficiency and Consumption: Technology and Practice,” Energy &
Environment 15, no. 6 (November 2004): 1053—1065. https://doi.org/10.1260/0958305043026555.

6 Aurélien Dumont, Beattiz Mayor, and Elena Lopez-Gunn, “Is the Rebound Effect or Jevons Paradox a Useful
Concept for Better Management of Water Resources? Insights from the Irrigation Modernization Process in Spain,”
Aquatic Procedia. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aqpro.2013.07.006.

85 This criticism sits alongside criticism from environmental ethics and ecotheology that contends that within
industrialized Euro-western culture, the need for scientific information is not the crux of the problem. It is rather that
there is a lack of political or social will to face the ecological crisis. An early instance of this criticism is Max
Oelschlaeger, Care for Creation: An Ecumenical Approach to the Environmental Crisis (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1994), 40.

% The term water-focused is my own. I have not seen it used by other scholars within the water literature or by
advocate to describe themselves.
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Water scholars are critical of the water sector’s reliance on market capitalism. Water
scholars such as Alison Browne, Maria Kaika, Elizabeth Shove, and Veronica Strang have
demonstrated the limitations of marketplaces to reduce demand and have offered criticisms of
the orthodoxy of growth. Some water scholars have argued that models of consumer behavior are
too simplistic while others argue that market growth is too intrinsic to water sector
conceptualizations.®’” Additionally, water scholars have been critical of market-based
interventions as inadequately to change water use long-term.%® They have find fault with the
water sector’s acceptance of existing water demand, or the assumption that population growth
necessarily increases water demand, as a necessary cost of economic development and essential
to regional social stability.®” They argue that experts and policy professionals fail to be critical of
key assumptions, such the underlying assumptions of free market capitalism. Katherine Philips
and Liz Roberts write that there is an unwillingness in the water sector to address late-stage
capitalism.’”® Strang agrees when she writes, “It is visions of development, growth, and
empowerment that drive major infrastructural endeavors and lead to contests over control; and it
is the beliefs and values of water users, and the meanings that they encode in water, that direct

everyday practices.”’!

7 Hoolohan and Browne, “Reimagining Spaces of Innovation for Water Efficiency,” 971-973.

%8 Alison Browne, “Insights from the Everyday: Implications of Reframing the Governance of Water Supply and
Demand From ‘People’ to ‘Practice’,” WIREs Water 2 (April 2015): 418-419; Elizabeth Shove, “Social Theory and
Climate Change: Questions Often, Sometimes and Not Yet Asked,” Theory, Culture & Society 27, no. 2—3 (March
2010): 277-288. doi.org/10.1177/0263276410361498.

% Strang, Gardening, 2. See also Karen Bakker, “A Political Ecology of Water Privatization,” Studies in Political
Economy 70, no. 1 (March 2003): 35-58 and, for a more detailed examination, David Mosse, The Rule of Water:
Statecraft, Ecology and Collective Action in South India (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2003).

70 Roberts and Philips, Water, Creativity and Meaning, 26-32.

" Veronica Strang, “The Social Construction of Water,” in Handbook of Landscape Archaeology, eds. Bruno David
and Julian Thomas (Abingdon: Routledge, Dec. 15, 2008), accessed Oct. 29, 2017, Routledge Handbooks Online.
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Water scholars are critical of the focus on transformation of water practices at the
individual or household level rather (e.g., education campaigns sponsored by governments and
water companies) rather than seeing water shortfalls as connected to system-wide demands that
are better addressed at the community level. One of the more overlooked aspects of water
shortage crises is an examination of which sectors use and consume the most water. Much of the
public and policy discourses have directed their attention to the residential and municipal sectors,
yet these sectors account for less than ten percent of use globally, and in the West still account
for less than half of the overall water use. In addition, residential and municipal water use is
much less consumptive than agricultural and industrial water use. Agricultural use accounts for
seventy percent and industrial uses account for twenty-two percent, while domestic uses account
for eight percent.”> Water expert Sandra Postel address this distinction in her recent book
Replenish, where she indicated the significance of understanding water demand in systemic
terms. Postel explained that: “when the water consumed by crops in the field is taken into
account, [food and beverage] products are among the most water intensive to produce.””* What
this demands is a more in-depth analysis of the connections between production and demand of
“watered” products. Are watered products in high demand because there is a long-standing
market for them? Products such as bottled water, pistachios and almonds, and denim clothing all
have manufactured demand, which means that they are not products for which there is no

substitute but are consumer products that have a high profit margin and are in demand by

2 Ryan Cahill and Jay Lund, “Residential Water Conservation in Australia and California,” Journal of Water
Resources Planning and Management 139, no. 1 (2013): 117-21. doi:10.1061/(ASCE)WR.1943-5452.0000225.
For a forthright discussion of this issue and concise overview of major water issues more generally, see “For Want
of a Drink,” The Economist Special Reports, May 20, 2010, http://www.economist.com/specialreports/
displaystory.cfim7story.

3 Sandra Postel, Replenish: The Virtuous Cycle of Water and Prosperity (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2017), 243.
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consumers due to effective marketing campaigns.” Thus water-demand cannot be assumed to be
fixed but must be challenged to assess whether the demand is linked to other salient and volatile
factors. Water scholars have examined how water demand is driven by social practices, such as
social expectations of cleanliness and social status (e.g., having a big home, having appliances).
More recently, discourses are accounting for this distinction opaquely through the concept of
water footprint.”®

Lastly, as I mentioned in the methodologies section above, there is a pervasive reliance
on models of social transformation from the fields of psychology and economics that is
problematic. Many policy experts and water professions in the water industry have not been
critical enough of the assumption that knowledge of water problems can effectively lead to
transformation of water practices or, alternatively, the durability of economic incentives or
disincentives to transform practices.

THE HEART OF THE MATTER—DISTINGUISHING WATER FROM WATER CONSTRUCTS
Besides being critical of the reliance of scientific, economic, or individualistic approaches, some

water scholars are critical of proposed interventional for another reason. Scholars such as Karen
Bakker and Jessica Budds, have argue water scarcity itself is produced.”® They explain that this
is because conventional hydrological analysis, management practices of the water sector, and
public policy and law take into account material factors of shortfalls, which ignores socio-

political and economic factors that in many instances are highly significant. They have used the

4 Here, where I refer to bottled water as non-essential, I do not mean water that bottled for use in emergency
situations, such as in the aftermath of natural disasters, or in circumstances such as the failure of water
infrastructure, such as the city of Hinkley, California.

75 The concept of a water footprint was devised in 2002 with Arjen Hoekstra, a professor of water management, and
co-founder and scientific director of the Water Footprint Network.

76 Karen Bakker, “Privatizing Water, Producing Scarcity: The Yorkshire Drought of 1995,” Economic Geography
76, no. 1 (2000): 4-27; Jessica Budds, “Contested H>O: Science, Policy and Politics in Water Resources
Management in Chile,” Geoforum 40, no. 3 (2009): 418—430.
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term produced to underscore that the shortfalls are due to the material and cultural factors
controlled by humans not climate or hydrological factors. Budds, for example, has shown that in
Chile in shifts in agricultural production that favored fruit growing, limitations in hydrological
assessment technology, and reform of the water code produced shortages in available water
supplies for peasant farmers in the La Ligua valley.”” The farmers most impacted by the shifting
waters were those farming in the middle of the valley who were dependent on pumping
groundwater, and least impacted were the newer fruit plantations along the valley’s steep sides.
At first glance, it seemed that groundwater supplies were being over-extracted by the older,
smaller farms in the valley’s center that relied on pumped groundwater. However, later analysis
showed that water that had previously run down the valley’s slopes and into the alluvial central
plain was being diverted by newer fruit plantations during the dry years of the mid 1990s, when
growers needed to irrigate groves that had previously been rain-fed. In addition, until 2003, the
water authority had only allocated surface water rights. The hydrological model established by
the water authority had poorly mapped the variability of groundwater flows as well as
recognizing the interdependency between the pumping groundwater on the valley’s slopes and
shortfalls in the surface water in the valley’s center. The allocation of new groundwater rights
was overly restrictive, and wound up disadvantaging the smaller, poorer farmers in the valley’s
center and advantaging the plantations on the slopes. Further, estimates of available surface and
groundwater by the government water authority were inaccurate, exacerbating tensions among
valley’s water-haves and water-have-nots. Thus, what seemed to be scarcity due to higher
demand by the smaller, central farms and climate variation was due to shifts in the international

agribusiness markets, which in turn altered water flows on the slopes of the valley. The structure

77 Budds, “Contested H20,” 421-422, and Jessica Budds, “Whose Scarcity?,” 59-68.
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of the water code favored certain locations and farming practices, and did not protect older
farmers from new water abstractions “upstream.” Budds concluded that the existing
epistemological models for hydrology, agricultural practices, and water governance had not
accounted for economic and political structures that produced and then reproduced scarcity for
older farms and abundance for newer fruit plantations. Except for two dry years in the middle of
the 1990s, the precipitation that fell in the valley had not changed, nor had the fluvial dynamics
of the alluvial landscape or that of the valley’s aquifer. What had changed were what Budds calls
the hydrosocial factors in the valley, by which she means the everyday practices that are shaped
by political, economic, and social structures of the La Ligua valley. Thus, Budds explains,
scarcity may be produced by material and climate factors but is also produced by the power
relations that configure water use, water governance, and even hydrological science.

THE WATER THAT WE THINK WITH
What Budds is driving at is that scarcity is not simple. Indeed, Budds and others have

argued that scarcity is produced because of how water infrastructure systems, and even water
itself, have not only been produced but that water scarcity is socially constructed in the West.”®
How we understand shortfalls in available freshwater depends on the social construction of
water-demands of cities, agriculture, and industry, which in turn are contingent on a consumptive
industrialism and capitalist consumer culture.”” In water industry and water policy discourses,
freshwater sources are understood and represented mainly in anthropocentric terms. Rivers,

lakes, aquafers, and wetlands are not represented as bodies and flows of water that are dynamic

8 The distinction between produced and socially constructed is technical. When water studies use the term
produced, they are indicating more immediate causes, such as water law. The factors that lead to produced scarcity
are themselves socially constructed, such as riparian water rights or prior appropriation rights. Jamie Linton makes
such a case in What is Water?, 70-71, 200.

79 Karen Bakker, “Privatizing Water, Producing Scarcity,” 4-27; and Budds, “Contested H20,” 420-427.
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entities or as the matrix of life for multiple beings. On the contrary, they are understood and
represented as quantifiable natural resources or as an economic goods, delivered to either rate-
payers or irrigation districts. Indeed, water scholars explain that water on the whole has been
socially constructed as a homogenous, material object that is exogenous to culture.®® In chapter
two, I will discuss the historical process that led to the post-modern, Euro-western construction
of water in more detail. However, here I want to introduce an important insight of water studies.
The water that we think with is not really water but is rather a circumscribed construct that has
been adopted from the engineering and natural sciences. In the West, water has been understood
and represented almost exclusively as a material object. Water scholars concur that, in the post-
industrial, urban West, water has come to be socially constructed in terms of quantifiable
utilitarian object and economic commodity.®! The ways of knowing water as an object external
to human culture, and largely as an inanimate, utilitarian object have become distractions, at best,
and barriers, at worst. In general, the water that we think with is either a chemical formula that
signifies an ideal water molecule (H>O), a reification of water flows in channels along the earth’s
surface (rivers), or is the water that flows when we turn the tap. Hence, in the West, water has
become “a mixture of two chemical elements in a liquid aggregate state.”8> Moreover, when we
think about water, we do so in functional terms. We bring to our mind the water we drink, the tap
we open as we step into a shower, the fountains we decorate both public and private spaces with,

or the rejuvenating waters along the shores of rivers, sounds, bays, and oceans that we visit. We

80 Joachim Blatter and Helen Ingram, Reflections on Nature, 35. This is also discussed by Matthew Gandy in The
Fabric of Space and by Veronica Strang in “Re-imagined Communities: A New Ethical Approach to Water Policy,”
in The Oxford Handbook of Water Politics and Policy, eds. Ken Conca and Erika Weinthal (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2016).

81 See Gandy, Fabric of Space; Linton, What is Water?; and Strang, Meaning of Water.

82 Hans Peter Hahn and Karlheinz Cless, “Introduction,” People at the Well: Kinds, Usages and Meanings of Water
in a Global Perspective (Frankfurt-am-Main: Campus Verlag, 2012), 10.
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do not think of water in relational terms. Therefore, we do not see rainwater flowing along a
boulevard and into a storm sewer, picking up debris and pollution, which will ultimately flow
into waterways and onto the world’s oceans. We do not think of the water that flows from our
laundry drains and bathrooms, which carry microfibers and microplastics into the same oceans.
However, as I will discuss in chapter seven, we must think relationally about water because it is
a relational entity.

I will return in the next chapter to discuss the consequences of the hegemony of a
conventional construction of water and will explore the historical processes of how water came
to be circumscribed and the reconstructions of water offered by scholars. Before doing so, I want
to highlight three points that I just made as they will be so foundational to the rest of this
dissertation. First, scholars agree that water crises are sometimes produced, which ultimately
depends on the circumscribed water that we think with. Water has been socially constructed as a
homogenous, asocial, material object. Second, water scholars make clear that in the post-
industrial West, we are not cognizant that the water that we think with is a construct nor are we
able to decode them. Water scholars are critical of modern and post-modern water constructs and
how Euro-western culture is unaware of their regnant power. Third, scholars agree that how we
think of water shapes how we engage with water. Scholars agree that how we think of water is
not water, but a Euro-western social construction of water. Thus, water scholars explain to
respond effectively to water crises, we must first understand that water crises are social and
political issues first. According to geographer Jamie Linton: “Representing water as something
devoid of social content—that is, as a part of nature, a natural resource, or commodity—allows

nature to be used as the explanation for water scarcity instead of, for example, the lopsided
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distribution of water services in cities....”®? Water scholars have contended that the post-
industrial West can never change everyday water practices without understanding water and how
it is different than the water that we think with. In other words, they are stating that an essential
action for changing practices is to pay attention, to become aware. Yet, they are not saying that
knowledge itself that will change practices but an appreciation of how the water that we think
with shapes and limits our actions. Water scholars, in effect, are echoing the words of Lynn
White, Jr. when he stated, “What people do about their ecology depends on what they think
about themselves in relation to things around them.”®* Water scholars are pointing to the
significance of awareness and comprehension to the process of social transformation. I argue that
it is analogous to the role Brueggemann describes that prophets have, which is to bring to
attention the shortcomings and mistakes of the community. Thus, they say the best approach to
water shortages and pollution is to reconstruct water, which demands first that we grasp and
comprehend both water and the water that we think with.

In chapter two, I will also discuss the work from water studies that explores what water is
as opposed to the water that we think with. For now, I will offer a provisional definition of water.
Water is both material and non-material, which is due to the innumerable ways that human
societies draw water into the political, economic, religious, and social structures of their worlds
and those waters becomes entangled with our everyday practices. Thus, water is never just water.
Because our everyday practices are configured by bodies and flows of water, and also because
we escribe meanings into those practices and into the watered products of those practices, water

is also a cultural entity. Anthropologic Stefan Helmreich perhaps best summarizes water’s

8 Linton, What is Water?, 70.
8 Lynn White, Jr., “Historical Roots,” 1204.
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ontological fluidity when he writes, “Water oscillates between natural and cultural substance, its
putative materiality masking the fact that its fluidity is a rhetorical effect of how we think about
‘nature’ and ‘culture’ in the first place.”®® Having discussed the critique by water scholars of the
current situation of “water crises” and highlighting the contributions their analysis of water, my
next task is to describe my own critique of conventional approaches and the discernment of
“seeing water” and “reading water.”

Ecotheological Analysis
It is important to note that much of the literature from the water industry, the water policy sector,

and from the academy is not focused on water issues as ecological issues.® However, as an
ecotheologian, my central concern is to understand water issues through the lens of
sustainability, relationality, covenant, equity, and compassion. As I stated above, ecotheology is
a lament, a judgment, and a hope, which taken together reimagine an alternative to the everyday
practices that are unsustainable. While one of ecotheology’s tasks is identify ecological concerns,
the more important criticism that it offers is the lament that we have become comfortable and
unseeing. We are comfortable driving cars that pollute both water and the air, do not question
why poor communities have unsafe drinking water, and do not see the damage imposed on
ecosystems by our post-industrial, urban and suburban everyday practices. We have become
comfortable with our material, asocial constructs of water, and technoscientific approaches to
water crises. Prophets purposefully make us uncomfortable. Their lament and judgment call out

the community for allowing or causing injustice, transgression, and sin. But, Brueggemann

85 Stefan Helmreich, “Nature/Culture/Seawater,” American Anthropologist 113, no. 1 (2011), 132. doi:
10.1111/5.1548-1433.2010.01311 x.

8 A great deal of the literature at the municipal, regional, and international levels is focused on freshwater supply
for residential, commercial and industrial uses as a social, political, or economic issue. Water as a sanitary, drinking
water, and hygiene issue also dominates discourses at the international level.
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writes, prophets also offer energizing hope by pointing to an alternative. Ecotheologies can also
offer energizing hope by identifying alternative possibilities, but such alternatives must be
proceeded or accompanied by a lament and judgment. The lament functions to raise awareness,
not only of the problem of water overuse and pollution but also that the water that we think with
has skewed our ability to see or decode water. The judgment functions to assess whether
ecotheologians and REMOs are able to discern and decode water and water-human relations.
Below, I will offer three criticisms of the water literature from the perspective of ecotheology. In
response to the first criticism, I will propose a grammar for understanding the distinction
between water knowledge and water itself. Following that, I discuss that water scarcity is a social
construction that depends on constructs of water as homogenous material, sometimes a resource,
sometimes a commodity.

Our modern constructs of nature and humanity emphasis individualism and
independence, and thus approaches to water crises are mainly directed towards influcing change
at the level of the household. We overlook interconnection and interdependence. We are
disconnected from farms and factories, so we don’t see that water is part of the processes that
produce many consumer goods, such as meat (especially beef) and microchips.

GRAMMAR FOR WATER STUDIES AND ECOTHEOLOGY
A recurring problem within the water literature is a lack of explicit distinctions between water

knowledge, water itself, and water-human relations. A great volume of the water literature is
focused on exploring the character of water-human relations or in theorizing water. In these
texts, authors state that water is a social construct and then quickly shift to their central
discussion. The proposition that the water we think with is a socially constructed idea of water
and not water itself has become widely accepted among water scholars. The further proposition

that tacit water knowledge in a sense has its own reality gets glossed over or is lost. However, it
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is an important claim and functions as a lament and judgment to the extended community of
water-focused REMOs and ecotheologians. Of course, the main reason that discourses do not
distinguish between water and water knowledge is that Euro-western culture is water illiterate.
Equally important is that water crises are socially constructed. It is my opinion, the reason that
the distinction between water knowledge and water is often neglected is that we lack readily
available language to explain and articulate it.

I have stated that a core problem is that Euro-western culture is blind and illiterate.
Therefore, a paramount goal of water-focused ecotheology should be to make water visible. I
have also stated that a necessary action for countering and reversing water consumption and
pollution is making water legible. This entails becoming aware of and fluent with the dominant
social constructions of water, which then allows for transforming discursive practices. Changing
everyday water practices is contingent on transforming discursive practices, which can happen
best through water awareness and water literacy.®’

To make water knowledgeable and water itself visible, we need a heuristic that organizes
our conceptualizations and gives us a vocabulary to articulate that the water that we think with is
not water but ideas of water inherited from twentieth century Euro-western culture. What I
suggest is calling this heuristic a water grammar. In linguistics, grammar is usually understood
as a system that organizes the constituent parts of a language. Moreover, a grammar makes

intelligible a language’s syntax and morphology. A water grammar similarly distinguishes

871 arrived at the terms water awareness and water literacy on my own. I don’t believe that I have invented these
terms, but thus far I have not seen other scholars or activists employ them. I initially began to use these terms to
differentiate between activists and scholars who were aware of water issues but were unaware of Euro-western
social constructions of nature, human nature, or water, or the ramifications of such constructions. Reading literacy
involves learning to recognize symbols and decode them in ways the “reader” has previously not done. Water
literacy is similar. Likewise, water knowledge and water grammar are terms that [ have not seen prior to my own
use of them.
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between the main categories of discourses on water. The categories are: water knowledge, water
itself, and water relations. In the first category, water knowledge, that is the set of social
constructions regarding the existence, movement, transformations, and relations of water above,
across, and below the surface of the earth, is differentiated from those actual waters. In the
second category, what is distinguished and organized different forms and dimensions of water,
such as material, conceptual, and ideational waters. The third category distinguishes how water
relates to other abiotic and biotic entities that have interactions and form entanglements with
water. Within the third category there is a subset of water-human relations that distinguishes
between water itself, water use, and watered products or processes. A grammar of water is useful
to account for how water relates to other elements, which might be thought of as its syntax, and
how water is inflected by its transmutability and relationality.®® The purpose of a grammar of
water is not only to make water visible and legible but also the structures of how we
conceptualize and articulate water, and how water and human communities are interconnected
and interdependent. Water is an exceptionally complex subject, which is made all the more
difficult when humanity, nature, environmental ethics, and social change are added to the field of
study. In so many ways, any rigorous discourse on water must be a very artificial act, that is
intentional, abstract and particularly. To facilitate alternative constructions of water, which in
turn make room for alternative practices, communities will need to readily different between
water knowledge, water itself, and water-human relations. In chapter two, I will offer model for
the process of re-thinking water (which I first introduce in the next section) and will address

what the process might entail in chapter eight. Having a grammar for water will provide a

88 Here, I am using inflection to mean any of denotations or connotations that express different functions or
attributes of water, such as location in the hydrosphere, contact with other biotic or abiotic entities, or potability.
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necessary organizing frame of reference, and may also be useful to others engaged in discourses
on water conservation, protection, and restoration.

SCARCITY VERSUS THIRST
My own view, from having reviewed the literature from the fields of hydrology, political

ecology, anthropology, geography, history and ecotheology, is that within discourses on water
issues, there is a social construction of shortages as “water scarcity.” I have touched on this
above but wish to give more detail here. A bulk of the literature, both in the academic and
popular discourses, centers on volumetric abundance or scarcity. Indeed, it has commonly been
noted that the total volume of water on Earth is fixed and that water cannot be created. While it is
factually true that there is a fixed volume, emphasizing it misrepresents the cultural practices that
have led to shortages. Hence, water scarcity is constructed as caused by population rise and
economic development, which are each presupposed as inevitable. This subtle assumption is
significant to note because the frame of inevitability softens the anthropogenic origin of the
water shortages. Additionally, scarcity is often constructed as a national problem when it is
always a local or regional problem. Further, it is framed as “running out” of water, which is
rarely the case. When supplies dwindle, water becomes more expensive, inconsistently
distributed, and less accessible to the most vulnerable in a population. Most of all, scarcity is
sometimes bundled with ecological issues but it is framed as a people-problem. Rarely are
shortages understood as extensively impacting flora and fauna. Usually the narrative within
discourses about shortages is about people versus fish, or people versus upstream/downstream
non-human habitats. Water shortages must be understood as a humanitarian, equity, and
ecological issue.

Within the water sector’s literature, there are many expectations and assumptions that go

unacknowledged or unchallenged, which effectively frame water problems as caused by nature
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or by water itself. There is no recognition of the dualism inherent in the dominate construct of
scarcity. Indeed, there is an abiding expectation that nature is to be put to use for human well-
being and prosperity. Imbedded in much of the language of the water sector, such as terms like
reclamation and water security, are assumptions that humans put water to good use while in
nature water is wasted when it simply runs over or beneath the land.?” Rather than there being a
dearth of water, shortages are rooted in the socially accepted, indeed customary,
overconsumption of water, or more properly, there is an over abstraction/withdrawal of water in
relation to the ability of recharge by natural or built processes. Thus, recycling of water is an
excellent strategy but it is of limited use. Rather than use the language of scarcity, I suggest a
shift to the language of thirst. It is true that there is a fixed amount of freshwater on the planet.
Yet it is equally true that Euro-western industrialized and post-industrialized cultures uses more
water, and uses it in a manner inappropriately to many regions, such as growing cotton and
alfalfa in arid and semi-arid regions.

WHEN WATER IS NOT WATER BUT ELECTRICITY AND COFFEE
In addition, how we socially construct water and built water systems, water use, and water

products (processes and products that are dependent on intense use, even consumption, of water)
also leads to ambiguity, conflation, and reification. As water scholars have indicated, we have
dualistic social constructions of water that divorce water from built water systems, and we have
engineered our water systems to be so safe, reliable, and plentiful that we have made water
mundane and non-salient. I would make the further distinctions that we say we do not value

water, yet this is not true. It is more that we fail to see past easy ideas such as “majestic oceans’

and “wild rivers” (that is, that we have romantic, anthropocentric constructions of bodies of

% Kaika, “Political Ecology of Water Scarcity;” and Roberts and Phillips, Water, Creativity and Meaning, 6.
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water) and the simplified understanding of how water flows through natural and built water
systems continually. Further, we have allowed ourselves to uncritically consume agricultural and
commercial products that are grown or manufactured through intensive consumptive use of
water. Lastly, we fail to distinguish water use from water products. We need an apparatus or
method that can shift us from a water blind and water illiterate culture to one that can both see
and read water systems.

A central task of a water-focused ecology should begin with making water, and all its
related cognates, visible and comprehensible. In the West, we are water blind because we don’t
understand that we have absorbed water into our built environment to the point that water
becomes invisible. Anthropologist Terje Oestigaard explains this point well when he
writes:about what water is by stating, “Without incorporating water as a relevant variable for
understanding people’s identities, cultures and religions in the past and present, one misses
crucial aspects of historical agencies and structures at work in society and religion with
implications for future developments.”® In chapter two, I will discuss the historical processes
that reconfigured how water entered cities and homes as well as the management of built water
systems effectively disconnected flows of water from their sources, and hide those flows in pipes
underground and behind walls also reshaped what we think water is and what the proper
relations between water and culture should be. Running water came to be understood as a natural
part of a habitable building.

Likewise, water consumption is hidden from view by practices of agricultural, industrial,

and electrical-power production. To make water visible again, we must begin awareness, so we

0 Terje Oestigaard, introduction to Water, Culture and Identity: Comparing Past and Present Traditions in the Nile
Basin Region (Bergen: BRIC, 2009), 11.
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can see what we think water is, and with decoding water, so that we can make sense of the social
construction of water. Additionally, we will need to dis-aggregate and de-mystify water systems
and water processes (such as energy production). Within these steps, we will need to develop a
grammar of water for the purposes of discussing the highly complex intricacies of water issues in
an effective and non-dualist manner. Each of these processes will allow us to see, read, and hear
water in alternative ways. I will address these processes in more detail in the next chapter.

Process of Reimagining Water—Water Awareness and Water Literacy
What I am suggesting here is a theoretical process, that of reimagining water as more than

homogenous, exogenous material object. Such a process enables advocates to comprehend and in
turn be able to communicate how water crises, water-human relations, and water itself are
complex. I am also describing what water is and its multiple ontologies, which occur because
water is both conceptual and material, and through engagements with culture, water becomes
entangle. Some have conceptualized this process as producing entangled entities and meanings,
which in turn shape and are shape by water and culture.

How do we re-think water? We need a framework to understand and to rethink water and water
systems. Once we understand that (1) water crises are different from place to place, and the result
of how water is used; that (2) how we use water is inextricably linked to how we imagine water
and the meanings that we invest in water, water-use, and water-products; and (3) that our the
social constructions of water and how we interact with flows and bodies of water are the result of
social and historic processes, then it becomes clear that any approach to theorizing water or
water conservation must first understand what water is and how we engage with water bodies
and built water systems. Only in doing so can any comprehensive and effective conservation

begin.
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Water literacy also is able to distinguish between flows of water, embedded or subsumed
water, and water processes (uses). Following my discussion of this organizing framework, is an
energizing hope: developing alternative water constructs and counternarratives. Above all, water
literacy is the ability to decode the many constructions of water crises, waterscapes, and water
systems, to understand the connection between constructs and water itself, and understand how
meanings encoded into water may be transferred to other processes and products. Water literacy
offers a way to comprehend the constructs and is the foundation for reconstructing circumscribed
constructs. Here, water literacy is contrasted with water expertise, which depends technological
solutions, public information campaigns, or market interventions, and conventional
understandings of everyday practices and social change.

Shema, Israel—Eyes that See, Ears that Hear
I have used the analogy of blindness and illiteracy to connote what is missing in Euro-western

discourses on water crises, water-human relations, and water itself. I would extend this analogy
to describe the corrective or rehabilitative process (social transformation) that REMOs seek to
initiate. In terms of water advocacy, overcoming blindness would necessitate more than
mastering cultural and scientific knowledge on water and water issues. Rather, to become
“sighted,” individuals and communities need to pay attention, and more specifically to pay
attention to how they pay attention to water and water systems. Coupled with intentional
attention, becoming literate would consist of recognizing patters and developing the ability to
decode patterns and reveal meaning. As with reading literacy, there is a dialectical relationship
between intentional awareness of water and decoding its meanings and relations to the world. As
a shorthand, I use the terms water awareness and water literacy for these two complimentary
activities. Water awareness would be the recognition and appreciation of patterns, connections,

distinctions, morphologies and grammars of water flows, water bodies, and water systems, as
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well as water-nature relations and water-human relations. Water literacy would consist of the
ability to analyze, decode, critique, and synthesize the multitude of material instances of water,
the entanglements of waters and cultures, and the meanings that emerge from water-human
relations. I will return to this analogy in chapter seven, where I will discuss how water awareness
and literacy inform water reconstruction, and in turn how water reconstruction deepens water
awareness and literacy.

Conclusion
Having discussed the particular challenges of water crises in the West, the conventional

responses from the water sector, critical analysis of the water crises and responses from water
scholars, and my own analysis from the perspective of ecotheology, the next task is to
understand how water has come to be constructed as it has an abiotic, commensurable material
substance that exists in its pure state far removed from humanity, in other words as dead, dumb,
and disenchanted. Thus, the task ahead for water-focused ecotheology is to reimagine water.
That is an enormous undertaking for water exists in many forms and at many scales. Further,
water is engaged in so many facets of human culture, from the decorative fountain to the sanitary
arrangements of modern cities to the production of electricity. Chapter two will address the
historical processes that led to the reductive, dualistic constructions and will offers a framework
for a fuller, non-dualistic construction of water, and explore essential elements of reimagine
water. In doing so, I am showing how to make social constructions of water crises, water itself,
and water-human relations visible and, moreover, decodable. What is significant here is to
understand that the dominant construction of water as a homogenous, asocial material object by
Euro-western culture is not inevitable but is the product of historical processes, and depends on
dualism and anthropocentrism. Knowing how to decode water constructions, water itself, and

water-human relations is an essential step in becoming water literate. If water-focused advocates
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cannot decipher these elements they will not truly see and hear water, comprehend water-human

entanglements, or understand the deeply encoded meaning water has to human communities.
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As it nourishes both the imagination and the body, water is a strange, political, poetic material
that is fundamental not only to the formation of human bodies but also to the ways in which we
make meaning in the world.

— Nikhil Anand, Hydraulic City!

Introduction
In the previous chapter, I examined how the world’s multiple water crises have been

misunderstood as primarily about total available water supply diminishing, or a crisis of supply
management, rather than recognizing that many of the water crises in world, and a majority of
the crises in the West, are due to how water is used.> Water scholars contend that how we use
water is shaped by what we think water is, and the most dominant social constructions of water
have a very significant influence on water-use. Additionally, water scholars maintain that the
dominant ways of understanding and representing water, and therefore water crises, are
circumscribed and non-sustainable. Hence, water scholars have argued that it is important to
analyze how historic processes have shaped how water has been socially constructed. Further,
some water scholars have contended that for patterns of non-sustainable water-use to change in
the West, water must be reconstructed as more than material, exogenous, and commensurable. In
essence, they argue that our dominant ways of understanding and representing water are ill-
suited for the contemporary necessity to conserve, preserve and restore waterscapes (inclusive of

built water systems). In addition, the dominant understandings of water do not account for the

Nikhil Anand, Hydraulic City: Water and the Infrastructures of Citizenship in Mumbai (Chapel Hill: Duke
University Press, 2017), 220.

2 In this dissertation, I have chosen to use the term culture to signify both the (i) absolute sense, that is culture as the
collectively produced and shared concepts, conventions, and commitments of a large human population and the (ii)
descriptive sense, that is culture as a particular form that has or is occurring in a particular socio-temporal location.
Several scholars in water studies use the term society to connote both a community of humans that has shared
concepts, conventions, and commitments (analogous to sense (i) of culture) and also, more often as societies, which
connotes particular instances of those collective communities (analogous to sense (ii) of culture).

PAGE 53



Chapter Two—Decoding Circumscribed Water

many dimensions of water, water-use, water-products, and, most importantly, the meanings
encoded in each that can drive water-human interactions. Therefore, they argue for
reconstructing water, transforming binary and reductive ideas of water as dead, dumb, and
disenchanted to understanding and representing water as having material, political, economic,
social, ecological, and spiritual dimensions.

I contend that water-focused secular environmental movement organizations (SEMOs)
and religious environmental movement organizations (REMOs) would make significant gains in
fostering social change by reimagining water. To reimagine water, it is necessary first to grasp
how it is that we conceive of water as asocial, homogenous, instrumental, which is a result of
historical processes that took place during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in the post-
industrial West. Therefore, the first half of this chapter will offer a brief survey of the historical
processes that led to how water came to be constructed as material, exogenous, and
commensurable. Second, I discuss the consequences of the dominance of circumscribed water
constructs, which are a utilitarian and profligate relation to water. Third, I will review the
reconstructions of water and water-human relations offered by several water scholars, which
offer a number of useful discernments and propositions. Fourth, I offer my own reconstructions
informed by water awareness and literacy, which are a framework for organizing knowledge of
water and water systems, as well as water-use, and counternarratives to circumscribed water
constructs.

The second half of this chapter will examine how a community might go about
reimagining water. To do so, I suggest two heuristic tools, which I had introduced in chapter one.
The first is a model for how water is reimagined and the second is an organizational frame for

distinguish knowledge of water, water itself, and water-human relations. As I stated in chapter
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one, what is needed to change everyday practices is to reimagine water. Reimagining water is a
dynamic process that has three elements: awareness, literacy, and reconstruction. I have modeled
my understanding of the process of reimagining on Walter Brueggemann’s prophetic
imagination. Brueggemann explains that a prophet’s role is to present to his/her community
judgment, and hope. In the instance of water advocacy, the task of judgment consists of water
awareness and water literacy, and the task of hope consists of reconstructing water and
generating counternarratives. My model for reimagining water is a heuristic, meaning that it is a
simplification of a much more complex and organic process. However, by having names for the
elements of the process, water-focused ecotheologians and REMOs might better understand how
the social constructions of water are related to everyday practices, and how water advocates
might effect social transformation through reimagining water. My model of the process of
reimaging water is influenced by social change theories. Toolkit theory and social practice theory
each theorized that social change is not causally connected (driven by) attitudes and values.
Instead, social practices are enabled and limited by mutually constructed systems of meaning or
social constructs. I discuss these theories more in chapter three.

Historical Perspective of Changing Social Constructions of Water
In this section, I offer a historical sketch of the social constructions of what we understand water

is and how its meanings have changed in the past 200 years. Shifts in constructs of water are
responses to the tremendous upheaval of the western European societies, and its colonies and
trading partners, that was brought about by the Industrial Revolution.? As this is a rapid review
of many social forces interacting over several centuries, I will break the social world of western

Europe into four categories that I call spheres: water in the domestic sphere, water in the

3 Veronica Strang, The Meaning of Water (Oxford: Berg, 2006), 248.
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economic sphere, water in the scientific sphere, and water in the sphere of law and governance.
This is for the purpose making distinct the simultaneous streams of history in service to the
larger goal of understanding the social construction of water, and it does not mean that the
historical process at play in the Industrial Revolution were independent of one another. In
discussing each sphere, I begin with a brief description of how water was experienced or
understood in that sphere prior to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. I begin by exploring
how the domestic experience of water changed due to the urbanization and modernization of the
Industrial Revolution. Next, I explore how water was experienced differently in the economic
domain. Next, I discuss how the scientific exploration of the movement of water above, across,
and below the surface of the earth, and the chemical composition of water transformed how
water was understood and represented. Lastly, I explore how changing needs of landowners and
industrialists, and later governments and corporations, reconfigured how water was understood
and represented in the law and transformed how access to water was managed. Through this
analysis, an understanding emerges of how water came to be constructed almost exclusively as a
homogenous, asocial, material object.

It should be noted that this is a historical overview of how water as an idea has been
socially constructed. This section is not intended to be a comprehensive history of: the
development of domestic water services, how water was harnessed for trade or power generation,
the scientific understanding of water and hydrology, or the evolution of water governance or

law.* My goal is to give a sense of how the experience and understanding of water changed

4 One highly comprehensive history of water as a political, economic, and social force is Steven Solomon’s Water:
The Epic Struggle for Wealth, Power, and Civilization (New York: HarperPerennial, 2011). However, Solomon
gives little attention to the social construction of water. Regarding the history of water systems and the social forces
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significantly due to the historical process of modernity, and that what we think water is and how
we use water is social constructed in response to our past and the challenges of the present. I
have therefore limited the scope to describing the historic shifts that occurred in cities in
industrial western Europe, Canada, and the United States as these are most germane to the
West’s three water crises: pollution, unsustainable abstraction, and climate change. Until
recently, there have been few histories written about bodies of water or waterworks.> Of these
histories, a majority are written for the purpose of explaining human historical processes, how
bodies of water or waterworks were harnessed or invented, and what the impact such
developments had on human culture. In such explorations, little attention is paid to water itself
nor is it usually acknowledged that water is socially constructed. Recently, a growing body of
literature has emerged in several academic fields that examines the relation between water and
human as its primary subject.’ In addition, there is a limited but growing body of literature on
that offer historical studies of the social constructions of water.” The material in this section

depends on the older studies as well as the new, and is especially indebted to the work of

that led to modern conventions on hygiene and sanitation, geographer Matthew Gandy has several texts, most
notably The Fabric of Space, and Veronica Strang’s The Meaning of Water gives a general understanding of what
she terms “enclosures” of public water bodies, which offers a broad analysis of how private piped water altered
constructs of water. For a more detailed history of the evolution of scientific understandings of water, excellent
sources are chapters three to six in Jamie Linton’s What is Water?, Christopher Hamlin’s article ““Waters’ or
‘Water’?” and more generally, Tvedt’s Water and Society. One of the best texts on how large dams came to be the
centerpiece of built water-systems, and therefore to shape social constructions of modern water systems, is Marc
Reiser’s Cadillac Desert.

5 This is a point noted by several authors, including Jamie Linton, What is Water?: The History of @ Modern
Abstraction (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010), 75; Terje Tvedt, Water and Society: Changing Perceptions of Societal
and Historical Development (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015); Rila Mukherjee, “Escape from Terracentrism:
Writing a Water History,” Indian Historical Review, 41, 1 (2014): 87-101; and Benjamin Orlove and Steven C.
Caton, “Water Sustainability: Anthropological Approaches and Prospects,” Annual Review of Anthropology 39
(2010): 401-410.

¢ Liz Roberts and Katherine Phillips, eds., Water, Creativity and Meaning (London: Routledge, 2018); Matthew
Gandy, The Fabric of Space: Water, Modernity, and the Urban Imagination (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2014);
and Jessica Barnes and Samer Alatout, “Water Worlds: Introduction to the Special Issue of Social Studies of
Science,” Social Studies of Science, 42, no. 4 (August 2012): 483—-488.

7 See Tvedt, Water and Society and Linton, What is Water?
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Georgia Coustalin, Matthew Gandy, Jamie Linton, Donald Pisani, Anthony Scott, Veronica
Strang, Leslie Tomory, and Terje Tvedt.?

Before proceeding, it is important to explain that the modernization of water supply and
waste systems is best understood as having an uneven geographically and socially development.’
Water infrastructure systems in cities transformed rapidly compared to comparable systems in
suburban and rural spaces. In addition, due to their greater access to capital and political
consensus, industrial nations with well-established, reliable governments developed modern
water infrastructure systems more quickly and completely than did agricultural nations or
colonial and post-colonial countries.!°

THE DOMESTIC SPHERE—WATER DECOUPLED AND DEMATERIALIZED
Prior to the urbanization precipitated by the Industrial Revolution, the experience of water was

markedly different than the postmodern one.!! To give a sense of the degree to which the
experience of water transformed, I will begin with a rough account of how water was structured
and experienced. In rural areas, water was drawn daily from streams, springs, or communal wells

in spare quantities as water is cumbersome to carry. In urban areas, water was fetched from a

8 For a more detailed history, excellent sources of how scientific innovations are Linton’s chapters 3—6 in What is
Water?, Christopher Hamlin, ““Waters’ or ‘Water’?>—Master Narratives in Water History and Their Implications for
Contemporary Water Policy,” Water Policy 2, no. 4-5 (2000): 313-325, and more generally, Tvedt’s Water and
Society. Regarding the history of water systems and the social forces that led to modern conventions on hygiene and
sanitation, Matthew Gandy has several texts, most notably The Fabric of Space, and Veronica Strang’s Meaning of
Water gives a general understanding of what she terms “enclosures” of public water bodies, which offers a broad
analysis of how private piped water altered constructs of water. One of the best texts on how large dams came to be
expected and to shape social constructions of water is Marc Reiser’s Cadillac Desert.

° Gandy, Fabric of Space, 8-9.

10 Broadly speaking, societies that had a larger degree of democratic governance and a focus on trade were better at
innovating and implementing water supply systems, such as England and the United States. In contrast, societies
with a larger degree of centralization, autocratic governance, and economies focused on agricultural products and
mineral resources were better developers of sewer systems, such as in France and Austria. This is most likely due to
how much more expensive, disruptive, and protracted sewer development is as sewer lines are larger and are usually
dug more deeply underground.

! See Leslie Tomory, The History of the London Water Industry: 1580-1820 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2017); Martin V. Melosi, The Sanitary City: Environmental Services in Urban America from Colonial Times
to the Present (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2008); and Cynthia Kosso and Anne Scott, Nature
and Function of Water, Baths, Bathing, and Hygiene from Antiquity through the Renaissance (Leiden: Brill, 2009).
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well, cistern, or communal fountain. Water carriers were often women, and in larger households,
carrying water was the work of low-ranking servants, or in larger cities water carriers were a
professional class.!>!? Water supply systems and sewers existed in many premodern cities,
although few households enjoyed direct connections to supply lines or private sewer lines.!* In
urban areas, bathing in a tub was the exception for all but the rich as water had to be heated and
then carried to the tub.!> In urban spaces, public latrines and privies were the norm, while in the
countryside the spaces set aside for elimination were often outdoors and less formal.'¢ As
drawing water was daily task, village wells, city fountains, and communal water pumps were
social spaces that were managed by implicit social codes and governed and maintained locally.!’
Well and cistern water was quite different from the “living water” that came from streams,
rivers, and springs. Additionally, water often brings along with it soluble minerals and other
compounds, which impart a variety of orders and smells.!® Hence in the West prior to 1820,
water was experienced as a part of kitchens and gardens, and as a daily necessity that did not
appear unless it had been fetched. More broadly, water was experienced as visible, situated,

carried, and communal. In addition, waters were not homogenous.

12 Strang, Meaning of Water, 23, 193.

13 Water carriers still exist in cities around the globe, though their work is considerably easier with the advent of
motor vehicles.

14 Even in Imperial Rome, direct connections to water services were only available to the richest and most influential
households. See Tomory, History of the London Water Industry, 20-21, and Ivan Illich, H20 and the Waters of
Forgetfulness (Dallas: Dallas Institute of Humanities and Culture), 36-39.

15 Public baths flourished during the Roman Empire, and some cities in Europe still had a thriving bath culture.
However, by the Renaissance, in many European countries, public baths became associated with prostitution. See
Kosso and Scott, Nature and Function of Water.

16 The expectation of privacy is a modern development both for elimination and bathing.

17 Nandita Singh, “The Changing Role of Women in Water Management: Myths and Realities,” Wagadu: A Journal
of Transnational Women’s & Gender Studies, 3 (Spring 2006), 94—113.

18 While the untreated water supply could lead to illness, it is a myth that pre-modern populations did not drink
water. Other beverages, such as small ale and wine, may have been preferred but many sources attest to the fact that
water was consumed.
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As the Industrial Revolution advanced, rural populations migrated to urban centers,
which meant becoming disconnected from familiar waterscapes and freshwater sources. !’
Urbanization led to another disconnection of water—water was increasingly experienced as
drawn from built water systems, that is piped rather than in springs or rivers, which was process
of dematerialization and deracination.?’ Additionally, as a result of widespread urbanization, the
experience of domestic water changed significantly.?! The over-subscribed freshwater supplies
of burgeoning cities, along with innovations such as steam-powered water pressurization, led to
the formation of private water services, which in turn made citywide indoor plumbing for
kitchens and bathrooms possible.?? As cities developed water supply systems from 1810 to 1850,
the upper and middle classes began to experience piped water as the dominant way in which they
encountered water, rather than water being carried to the household from a well or stream.
Further, direct water service led to a decoupling of individual households from the water
“commons” and shifted allegiances from the local, common water supply to private, and later
municipal, water infrastructure networks. As homes were connected to municipal systems, a
dramatic shift in meaning occurred.?®* Additionally, water for domestic needs became a service
that was paid for rather than a household essential that was procured through labor and

management, which shifted the relationship to water from reinforcing autonomy to one of

19 Strang, Meaning of Water, 246.

20 Raymond Williams makes an interesting point that the industrial and merchant elites were able to re-connect with
nature whereas the urban working classes and the urban poor became the most physically disconnected from nature
by virtue of not being able to escape urban spaces: “As the exploitation of nature continued, on a vast scale, and
especially in the new extractive and processes, the people who drew most profit from it went back where they could
find it (and they were very ingenious) to an unspoilt nature, to the purchased estates and the country retreats.”
Raymond Williams, “Ideas of Nature” in Problems in Materialism and Culture (London: Verso, 1980), 81.

2l Gandy, Fabric of Space, 12-14.

22 Previously most water supply systems were gravity fed, which limited the length of service lines and delivery to
upper stories of buildings. New water works were made possible by the steam engine, which could draw and pump
water from greater depths and move water over greater distances than gravity fed systems.

23 Strang, Meaning of Water, 21-27 and Gandy, Fabric of Space, 11-12.
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disconnection and deracination. By the 1870s, piped water and indoor bathrooms were had come
to be common in upper- and middle-class homes. For the working classes and the poor, the
experience of domestic water remained unchanged in most countries until the 1920s.2* Rather
than water entering home and outbuildings visibly and laboriously in buckets, piped water
arrived invisibly into a house from the water supply system.?> Water scholars Ivan Illich and
Matthew Gandy argue that as homes gained direction connections water services, not only was
the architecture of the building transformed but attitudes towards the body, modesty, and
personal privacy were altered.?® Sources of water were increasingly obscured from view, and
experienced as dematerialized and deracinated. Due to the crowded conditions in urban spaces,
the experience of water in yet another way. As cities filled in the first half of the nineteenth
century, sanitary conditions in most cities deteriorated as traditional waste-water systems broke
down. Prior to 1875, few cities had underground sewer systems. Cities that did have a sewer
system, like Rome and London, found that the increased waste generated by the influx of new
residents exceeded the capacity of their premodern sewers. Illich explains that the sensory
experience of urban cities was transformed by the development of underground sewers because
storm water and blackwater were drained almost imperceptibly from urban spaces.?’” Between
1830 and 1870, responses to the worsening sanitary conditions led to building of modern
municipal sewer systems and establishing of sanitation departments.?® By the turn of the century,

a centralized urban water system came to be defining of whether a city was “modern.”

2 [llich, H>0 and the Waters of Forgetfulness, 72.

25 Strang, Meaning of Water 197.

26 [llich, H>0 and the Waters of Forgetfulness, 57-64 and Gandy, Fabric of Space, 43-47.

27 1llich, H>0 and the Waters of Forgetfulness, 39.

28 Matthew Gandy, “Rethinking Urban Metabolism: Water, Space and the Modern City,” City 8, no. 3 (December
2004): 365-67.
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In the twentieth century, domestic experiences of water continued to change as people
living in less densely populated regions began to expect water services similar to those found in
cities. Steam-powered pumps led to financially feasible increases in water infrastructure. Cheap
electrical power and lower transportation costs changed the ability of rural communities to build
out water systems. Hence, within the course of one hundred years, the experience of domestic
water changed for many people both in the dislocation from water in sifu and in the modified
perception of piped water as invisible/inconspicuous and homogeneous. The introduction of
modern water services to the domestic sphere radically changed how people experienced water.?
Water was no longer cumbersome, limited, communal, heterogeneous, and, in many regions,
seasonally varied. The experience of water transformed from being visible, situated, and
relational to inconspicuous, deracinated, individual, and dematerialized. As a result, the meaning
of water shifted from being a source of sustenance, social connectional, and intrinsic value to
being a proxy for social affiliation, status, and wealth.3® Additionally, the significance of water
was divided between water bodies and built water systems, which were encoded with separate
meanings. Water bodies were thought of as aesthetically and wholesomely valuable though not
necessary whereas built water systems were instrumentally necessary deemed to be mundane.

THE ECONOMIC SPHERE—WATER SHIFTS FROM SINE QUA NON TO COG IN THE MACHINE
The role that water played in the economic life of premodern communities was highly visible.

Farming depended on rains and in more arid regions, on irrigation practices. Additionally,
several industries such as tanning, wool cloth making, and—in the late Middle Ages—paper

making, depended on ready supplies of water, and were typically cited in the downstream flows

2 Gandy, “Rethinking Urban Metabolism,” 366.
30 Strang, “Common Senses: Water, Sensory Experience and the Generation of Meaning,” Journal of Material
Culture 10, no. 1 (2005): 92—-120, 114.
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of urban spaces. Water occupied a central place in the mining and metal working industries.>!
Water was also well understood as a transporter of people and goods, down rivers and across
narrow seas. As had happened in the domestic sphere, the experience of water in the economic
sphere transformed, which in turn shifted social constructions of water. When a majority of a
population was rural, water’s centrality was immediate. However, the widespread building of
canals, water mills and the invention of steam powered engines, commerce and industry
exploded and reshaped markets and workplaces, which simultaneous made power generation and
the production of economic goods inconspicuous.’? Waterborne transportation was key to the
Industrial Revolution as transporting goods to markets was much cheaper over water than over
land.?? The easily navigable rivers and man-made canals of western Europe and Britain are an
under-acknowledged but crucial factor in the rapid economic development of the eighteenth
century.’* Indeed, economic historian R.M. Hartwell has argued that waterways were so
significant to industrialization that “the map of English canals is the map of industrial
England.” The pivotal significance of waterways to the economic development of New
England is equally true. An additional critical factor in the region’s explosion of production and
commerce were advances in harnessing the river currents for large-scale power generation for
textile production. Textile mills were first powered by water wheels and later by steam engines.

Unlike wind-generated power, power generated by water wheels could provide consistent,

3 Adam Robert Lucas, “Survey of the Evidence for an Industrial Revolution in Medieval Europe,” Technology and
Culture, v46, no. 1 (January 2005), 1-30.

32 Before fossil fuels, prior to steam power, the production of mechanical power to lift, turn, pump, pull, or carry
was mainly produced by wind and water power (sails, windmills, water mills) or by draft animal.

33 Tvedt, Water and Society, 25.

34 Tvedt, Water and Society, 31-32.

35 Ronald Max Hartwell, The Causes of the Industrial Revolution in England (London: Methuen, 1967), quoted in
Tvedt, Water and Society, 25.
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reliable mechanical power year-round.*¢ Sites for water wheels were chosen for their steady,
moderate, year-round current with little fluctuation in water level like the rivers of England and
New England.’” Well into the twentieth century, textile mills remained alongside rivers because
water continued to be essential to their steam-powered looms and to their transportation of
finished goods to market.*® However, railroads and later truck transportation uncoupled the links
between industrial mills and waterways. Indeed, as transportation became more diversified,
water became dematerialized as part of manufactured or agricultural goods, despite remaining an
essential component of all production and farming processes. Perhaps because a small fraction of
populations in the post-industrial West have any experience of the industrial processes that
produce food and market goods, a re-education process has become necessary for communities
to understand that many crops require lavish watering. Advent of direct domestic connection was
an economic boon for the proto-water industry, but had several repercussions to how water was
experienced, and therefore conceptualized.>® Water is still an essential part of the economic life
of industrialized and post-industrialized nations but it is largely invisible and dematerialized.
Large-scale farming (dairy farming, coffee, cotton), industrial processes such as fabrication of

microchips and electronics, and energy production are sectors that depend on the application of

36 Water wheels have been used since the first century BCE in many regions, notably by the Cistercian order in the
middle ages. However, their use was limited by the characteristics of the river on which they were located, such as
seasonal flow, volume, and turbidity.

37 Terje Tvedt, “Why England and Not China and India? Water Systems and the History of the Industrial
Revolution” Journal of Global History 5 (2010): 29-50.

38 Grist mills, lumber mills, stamping mills, paper mills, textile mills, and blast furnaces were among the most
common uses of water power prior to the invention of the standing steam engine in the mid-eighteenth century.

39 The development of the early water industry (pre-1914 CE) should be characterized as pan-European and North
American, although its roots have clear contributions from the near East and Africa, such as bridge mills in Moorish
Spain and the vertical axis water wheel of the Turkish Empire. Additionally, it should be noted that early
development of water supply systems and the integration of power generation by water, and later steam, into large-
scale production of commodities, occurred in countries with less centralized governments, such as the Netherlands,
Britain, and New England. Later developments, such as building large, capital intense and geographically disruptive
infrastructure like sanitary sewers and large-scale irrigation districts, depended on centralized governments such as
in France, Austria, and the United States federal government to building.
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freshwater, yet their products are not understood as produced using water. Strang addresses this
when she writes: “The meanings of water flow through all the activities of these industries.
Although most no longer use water wheels, water is still a major ‘driver’ of their production of
wealth and their ability to act upon the world.”*°

The experience of water as part of economic processes transformed from being visible,
by which I mean explicit, tangible, and linked to products to inconspicuous, by which I mean
dematerialized, hidden, obscured, or implicit, or even subsumed—other thing becomes a proxy
for it. As a result, the meaning of water shifted from being a source of crops, market goods, and
community prosperity to being a proxy for social affiliation, status, and wealth.*! Additionally,
the connections between water flows and the trappings of post-industrial Euro-western culture,
such as clothing and cell phones, has been broken.*? There is little understanding of how much of
everyday economic life is built on a foundation of reliable, inexpensive water supplies for

agricultural and industrial processes.

THE OWNERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT SPHERE—THE ENCLOSURE OF WATER
In the third sphere, the structures of how water flows and infrastructure systems were managed

within communities shifted considerably during the ninetieth and twentieth centuries, which in
turn transformed meanings. Prior to the modern era, the ownership of a river’s flow was
dominated by the landowning elite, which often included the monarch and the church. Thus,

landowners monopolized fishing rights, rights of way, and riparian rights.** Yet, management of

40 Strang, Meaning of Water, 167.

41 Strang, Meaning of Water, 125.

42 Joachim Blatter and Helen Ingram, eds., Reflections on Water: New Approaches to Transboundary Conflicts and
Cooperation (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001), 43.

43 For example, a land-owner might allow construction of docks or a water mill along a river’s banks and typically
would demand a portion of the income generated. Landowners could also demand a toll for use of waterways and
bridges over the river. These practices are based in Roman law and other local practices, which understood the
riverbed and banks as property, and the benefit of the flow was allocated to the property’s owner.
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freshwater supplies and access to was organized at the local level and therefore much more
districted and democratic. In the ancient and medieval West, a majority of the population lived
on farms or in villages, and the management of their water supply was directly and
collaborative.** In cities or on large estates and monasteries, water supply and related water
structures such as weirs, water meadows and watermills were managed by more specialized
wardens, bailiffs, and millers but oversight was still highly visible and directed towards the needs
of the local community. What is notable about the management of premodern water is that it was
visible, situated, collective in character and intelligible. Hence, for premodern communities, the
management of water was encoded with a sense of place, community, interdependency, agency,
and autonomy.

As has been described in the section above, the rapid urbanization of industrial cities in
the late 1700s generated a soaring demand for increased water supply, and private supply
companies emerged in response. In cities, these water companies built reservoirs and service
lines, and applied emerging technologies to increase water pressure and transporting water.
While building such infrastructure was capital intense, it quickly could expand a water
company’s service area and ability to compete in a crowded water marketplace. As homes were
connected to the service lines of these water companies, the daily management of water shifted
to the less direct and less visible control of the private water companies.*> Control of water by
private entities increased rapidly, and in times of soaring demand, the reduced access and control

over supply was acute.*® By the first quarter of the nineteenth century and even more acutely by

4 Strang, Meaning of Water, 21-22.

45 Strang, Meaning of Water, 39, 246.

46 Y1j6 Haila, “Securing Water: Ambiguities of Control versus Coexistence,” in Water in Social Imagination: From
Technological Optimism to Contemporary Environmentalism, eds. Jane Costlow, Yrjo Haila and Arja Rosenholm
(Leiden: Brill, 2017), 263.
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the mid-1800s, the booming urbanism combine with a lack of modern sewer systems
unfortunately led to devastating epidemics, such as typhoid, cholera, and tuberculosis. However,
rather than private companies, municipal authorities rapidly built modern sewer systems.*’ Over
the course of three decades, scientific discoveries connected disease with inadequate sewer
systems and poor sanitation. Coupled with the emergence in the 1860s and 1870s of nationalism
and the wealth generated by the Second Industrial Revolution, municipal governments acquired
tremendous centralized power by initiating construction of city-wide sewer systems, and later
freshwater sanitation systems.*® It is not hyperbole to state that cities were radically transformed
by building sewer systems. Additionally, as cities outstripped their existing water supplies, larger
cities took over existing private water companies and consolidated more power, using the
justification of centralization and increased regulation. However, as governments took over
control and management of water flows into and out of urban spaces, the outcome of
centralization was a decrease in direct management and local oversight. Veronica Strang
characterizes this as a de facto enclosure of water supplies by the governing elite, and notes that
such enclosures were more common among marginalized communities.*’

Management of water became professionalized. What evolved from the sanitary
movement was a different model of authority and management of water systems—centralized
and arcane. Strang writes:

Water abstraction, treatment and disposal became more sophisticated, incorporating

a series of chemical and hydrological processes. Water was increasingly analyzed,
evaluated, measured and metered. Requiring technical skills or scientific

47 The Second Industrial Revolution is generally dated as beginning in 1870 and ending with the First World War in
1914. It occurred primarily in western Europe, notably German and Great Britain, as well as Canada, the United
States, and Japan.

48 Kirsten Hastrup, “Water and the Configuration of Social Worlds: An Anthropological Perspective,” Journal of
Water Resource and Protection 5, no. 4 (2013): 62. doi:10.4236/jwarp.2013.54a009.

4 Strang, Gardening the World: Agency, Identity and the Ownership of Water (Oxford: Berg Books, 2009), 279.
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knowledge, this professionalized the industry, passing the control of water up an

ever more select and largely male hierarchy of engineers, biologists, bacteriologists

and chemists, with expertise well beyond the everyday knowledge of water users.

This created — among the agencies of the state and industry — a powerful and

exclusive epistemic community based on ‘expert’ knowledges inaccessible to the

majority of people.>®
Perhaps the diminished control over water supplies become acceptable as modern communities
better understood the connection between water, pathogens and epidemics. The last quarter of
the twentieth century saw a shift away from the water governance by the state through major
water projects and regional monopolies (the state-hydronic mode) to a market-driven,
conservation oriented (demand management) governance. °! Transformations in water
governance and in its treatment as a legal entity further disconnected and dematerialized
experiences of water and established the idea of water as a commodity and private good. As
elites owned water and knowledge became more technological and arcane, common people were
disenfranchised. Management shifted from local and social to professionalized and enacted
without reference to local social inflections.

The experience of water as part of ownership, management or control of water
transformed from being visible, by which I mean explicit, local, and comprehensible to
that of being inconspicuous or incognizant and arcane. As a result, the control and management
of water shifted from being a source of local autonomy to becoming highly contested and
professionalized, which further intensified the disconnection and deracination of the common
person from the flows of local waterways and from freshwater supplies. Water law has become

so specialized, as is municipal or regional water management, that citizens feel voiceless and

powerless.

50 Strang, Meaning of Water, 40.
31 Jamie Linton, What is Water?, 47-48.
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THE SCIENTIFIC SPHERE—FROM ENCHANTED ENTITY TO ABSTRACT MATERIAL
In addition to the transformations in how water was experienced in the domestic and economic

spheres, developments in scientific inquiry changed how people understood and represented
water. In the ancient and medieval periods, water was epistemologically understood to be
elemental, material, heterogeneous, relational, and enlivened by spirits. Writing on the idea of
water in the ancient occidental world, Linton explains that premodern waters, such as springs
rivers, lakes, and artisanal springs, were thought of as distinct from one another not just
geographically but in terms of their character and cultural relevance. Flows of water manifest
unique qualities that pre-modern thinkers believed were due to their far-off origins, and
sometimes due to qualities imbued by demi-gods associated with their flows. Any water drawn
from a spring, stream, or river will have unique qualities, even if it has been conveyed by an
aqueduct. Many scholars have demonstrated that, prior to the Early-Modern Period, common
ways of thinking about water were diverse as well as sophisticated.>?> Water was also understood
as heterogeneous in form and quality depending on its source, such as wells, springs, rivers, and
seas. Because they had differing origins, these various waters were not thought of as
ontologically identical.”>® Rather, premodern writers understood them to be divergent, much as
we might say that oak and cypress trees are each trees but are markedly different species.
Sources such as Vitruvius, Pliny the Elder, and Frontinus describe rivers, streams, well, and
springs as having heterogeneous qualities that gave them distinctness and uniqueness. In
addition, premodern cultures did not conceive of water as an inert, lifeless substance but as

personifications of divine spirits. In antiquity, bodies of water were sometimes seen as divine or

52 Hamlin, “‘Waters’ or “Water’,” 313-325; Gandy, “Rethinking Urban Metabolism,” 363—79; and Linton, What is
Water?, 73—-103.
33 Hamlin, “‘Waters’ or “Water’?”: 313325, 315.
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semi-divine beings. In other instances, water deities were thought to be embodied in rivers,
streams, or springs, or as presiding over fountains, wells, or pools. Due to the connection with
divine beings, such waters were thought to impart blessings or healing and could be considered
sacred.”*> Even the process of Christianization did not disenchant water. As ecotheologian Sean
McDonagh explains: “The arrival of Christianity in the fifth century did not lead to the
abandonment of holy wells. In fact, they were ‘Christianized’ and often associated with a local
saint.”*¢ Most notably, premodern authors understood and represented water as a lively and
diverse organic entity, able to embody or represent the sacred, as opposed to a mechanical, inert
substance.

The Scientific Revolution ushered in new ways of understanding the nature of reality,
which in turn led to a shift in how nature and water were socially constructed.57 There are three
key moments in the nineteenth century epistemological history of water: the identification of
water as a compound, the adoption germ theory, and the adoption of Horton’s hydrological
cycle. The scientific pursuit to identify water as a chemical and physical substance largely
ignored all social meanings of water. In the second half of the nineteenth century, water’s role as
a vector of disease became quantified. However, while the spread of disease is a social process,

scientists and sanitary movement advocates began to define water as a conduit, and water

3 Linton, What is Water?, 89.

55 Ecotheologian Sean McDonagh writes that in Celtic lands in central and western Europe, rivers often were
associated with goddesses, and their headwaters frequently boasted religious structures dedicated to veneration
practices. McDonagh notes that many rivers still bear the name of the Celtic goddesses associated with them, such
as the Seine, the Shannon, and the Marne. See Sean McDonagh, Dying for Water (Dublin: Veritas Publications,
2003), 99.

6 Sean McDonagh, Dying for Water, 99.

57 By Scientific Revolution, I refer to the historic period after the Reformation and before the Enlightenment when
scientific investigation using methods of direct observation and quantitative measurements. The Scientific
Revolution can loosely be dated as between the mid sixteenth century and the end of the seventeenth. I date it as
between 1543 and 1687 CE, or as occurring between the publication of Copernicus’s On the Revolutions of the
Heavenly Spheres (1543) and Isaac Newton’s Principa (1687).
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systems were encoded as carriers of diseases. In the course of less than one hundred years,
constructions of water shifted from a plurality of varied, lively, situated substances, to a
homogeneous, known material substance. Due to social forces in the Early Modern period,
epistemologies of water transformed from being visible, subject, elemental, and heterogenous to
an inconspicuous, quantifiable, homogenous compound. Due to the outsized influence of
scientific knowledge, water was constructed almost exclusively as an object of enquiry, that is a
thing to be measured, classified, and accounted for empirically, which was defined as inert,
abiotic. The social construction of water as an inert, abiotic object, which in turn made other
ways of knowing water less available and led to other reifications of water, such as natural
resource and economic good.

MATERIALITY
Scholars have demonstrated that water has been reduced to its material qualities, which led to the

social construction of “natural resource,” and “water infrastructure systems.”® Characteristics of
water most emphasized are its potability, quantity, its usefulness and its economic value. The
non-material aspects of water are overlooked or ignored. We often take the material meanings of
these as innate rather than constructed, especially when discourses are directed toward bodies of
water or unmodified water systems, and therefore we do not contest them. However, dominant
constructions of water depend on dualism, anthropocentrism.

Consequences of the Hegemony of Dominant Constructions
In this section, I discuss the consequences of the homogeneity of dominant water constructs. Let

me first unpack the implications of the dominate construct, which I have stated is: homogenous,
asocial, material object. When water is understood as being a homogenous chemical compound,

it is understood to be commensurable and interchangeable. Rather than have qualities and

58 See Ingram and Blatter, Reflections on Water; Strang, Gardening the World.
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meanings particular to its temporospatial location, it is reduced to be what James Joyce once
described as: “two constituent parts of hydrogen with one constituent part of oxygen.”>® When
water is understood as asocial, it is understood to be exogenous of human societies. Such a
construal not only privileges societies over water but also discounts how foundational bodies and
flows of water have always been to any human settlement. Indeed, a construction of water as
asocial disregards that all modern, industrial societies are as they are only because of the ability
to harness water flows, and therefore all societies are made and remade by water. When water is
understood as a material object, it is understood to be inanimate matter lacking agency and
purpose. A material object is not sentient, nor does it have individuality. In contrast, human
beings are living, knowing, beings with agency and purpose. By construing water as a material
object, we imagine it as dead, dumb, and disenchanted, without individuality or intrinsic value. It
is these circumscribed ways of understanding and representing water that lead to a utilitarian and
profligate relation to water. For how we understand water shapes how we engage with water.

As I have stated, a persistent problem of Euro-western culture is that we are water blind
and water illiterate. Even when we look at waterscapes, we do not see water the water that is in
front of us. Instead, we see the water that we think with. In other words, when we look upon
water, to us it becomes the well-trod constructs of the West’s industrialized-scientific culture: a
natural resource; a decorative feature of a park, garden, or building; or an economic asset.
Human cognitive processes automatically use socially constructed mental units to think quickly
and efficiently, which I will discuss more in chapters five and six. This is why it is important for
REMOs and ecotheologians, among others, to grasp that the water that we think with is not

water—because it is so automatic to think with our dominant constructs that only a conscious,

5 James Joyce, Ulysses, The Corrected Text, ed. Hans Walter Gabler (New York: Vintage Books, 1986), 549.
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collective effort can reconstruct them. Moreover, it is even more important to understand that the
water that we think with is not water when shifting to discourses on what I term watered
processes and products. I use watered in the sense of a process where water is employed, yet
water has become obscured within the process, such as hydroelectric power production.
Similarly, I use watered product in the sense of a product that was made using water but in a
post-industrial culture there is a tenuous connection to that water, such as microchips, meat, and
highly processed cotton clothing. In the case of both watered processes and products, their
meanings have been disconnected from water because of how we have made water mean a
homogenous, deracinated, material object.

The social construction of water as homogenous, asocial, material object is largely
unaccounted for or misunderstood by water management experts and those who develop water
policies at the local and international levels.®® Moreover, this illiteracy is a major impediment to
improving water policy, water management, and water activism. Hans Peter Hahn and Karlheinz
Cless write: “Without consciousness of the interface between consumption and culture, between
needs and beliefs, many technical solutions, measures, and activities can be void and ineffective
because they were planned without considering the complexity of water. The value of water is
not just a question of its price, but rests on appreciation, which itself is derived and originates
from culturally rooted experiences.”! Hence, it is important to comprehend and be able to
decode the dominant constructions of water and water systems, as well as in watered processes
and the watered products that Euro-western industries produce. The de-coupled relations

between water and watered products such as microchip-based devices and electric cars has every

60 Karen Bakker, “Water: Political, Biopolitical, Material,” Social Studies of Science 42, no. 4 (2012): 616-17 and
Strang, Meaning of Water, 2-3.
6l Karlheinz Cless and Hans Peter Hahn, “Introduction,” People at the Well, 21.
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increasing repercussions, and therefore it is important to understand the relation between the
water that we think with and how we use/consume water in agricultural and industrial processes.
Closer to home, the process of watering one’s garden and lawn has cultural significance besides
what the gardener pays for the water. The connections between water practices in the home and
garden, and at the table, need attention from REMOs and the larger field of ecotheology.

NATURE VERSUS CULTURE
Circumscribed water constructs confine the ways of thinking about ecological responses to

shortages and pollution crises. Flows of water are defined as being a natural resource, and thus a
property or good to be used by human societies for transportation, irrigation, drinking water, and
power generation. Bodies of water is defined as wild, pure, and sublime, and therefore
disconnected and subordinate in economic and social value to cities, in particular prosperous,
post-industrial cities. Hence, consumptive water use is not challenged because it is sine qua non
for prosperity and human well-being. A social constructions of water as natural may seem to
value water and nature as intrinsically good and demanding protection or conservation, which I
will discuss more in chapter five when I consider the social construction of nature. However, at
the end of the day, social constructions of water as natural are contingent on a social construction
of water as an object external to human culture and on utilitarian ethics. Divorcing water from
culture, through social constructions that reify water as a material or asocial object, has far
reaching consequences. It allows rivers and wetlands to be dismissed as instrumentally yet not
intrinsically important natural resource and to the deracinated water utility industry, where
electricity is not understood to depend on flows of water.

Furthermore, as noted in chapter one, water scholars are critical of pervasive acceptance
within the water sector of ideas of water-demand and water use/consumption. The assumptions

that water-demand is a logical outcome of economic processes that benefit societies or that
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natural resources are wasted if they are not used to produce economic goods are premised on
social constructions of water as homogenous, asocial material object. A lack of distinction
between water, water use, and watered processes/products has a consequence of overlooking the
connections between the water bodies and water-intense crops or consumer goods. Likewise, a
lack of distinction can lead to misunderstanding meanings encoded in watered products, such as
bottled water or the verdant greens of golf courses in arid or semi-arid climates.

However, it should be noted that water scholars do not state that constructing water in
terms of its chemical formula or its universality is wholly unacceptable. Within a field of study,
to understand water in narrow terms is appropriate. What is inappropriate is the widespread
adoption of chemical or hydrological constructions as the general way of conceptualizing water.
Having discussed the consequences of circumscribed constructions of water, I now turn to a brief
review of proposed approaches to water crises by water studies.

Theorizing Waters—Insights from Water Scholarship
Having examined the water that we think with, let us now turn to a discussion of alternative ways

of comprehending and representing water. In chapter one, I introduced the proposition that the
water that we think with is not water but a social construction of water. This social construction
of water is one among many within Euro-western culture but it is so dominate that it leaves little
room for other ways to understand and represent water and water systems.®? In the this section, I
discuss the findings of water scholars, which looks behind the dominant constructs of water to
investigated the nature of water itself. In inquiring about what water actually is, water scholars
have productively theorized water and water-human relations. They have found that water has

social, political, economic, symbolic, ideational, and spiritual aspects as well as material ones.

62 Roberts and Phillips, Water, Creativity and Meaning, 6.
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Many water scholars have sought to make water coherent by organizing water into. Others have
redefined water as a new kind of hybrid. Still others have examined the meaning of water and
how those meanings are encoded into personal and community identities, water management,
language and epistemologies, and watered processes/products. Each has been worthwhile
contribution. Below, I will examine the approaches most germane and useful for water-focused
ecotheology.

WE MISUNDERSTAND WHAT WATER IS —WATER’S MULTIPLE ONTOLOGIES
Water scholars have investigated the broad array of writing on water issues to better understand

how water is conceptualized and represented. They have observed that water is understood
principally in material and objective terms.5® The materiality of water is unquestionable and
well-studied and reported. Water occurs in a wide variety of energy states, and is continually
transforming, changing phases from gas to liquid or solid and then shifting again. Water is ever-
changing. Many bodies of water are perceived as steadfast and fixed, yet this is a limitation of
human perception rather than an accurate understanding of water. Indeed, water rarely stays still.
Strang perhaps best articulates this when she writes: “The most constant quality of water is that it
is not constant but is characterized by transmutability and sensitivity to changes in the
environment.”* Hence, as a material entity, water must be properly represented as multiform,
relational, and ever-changing, as opposed to static, isomorphic, and homogeneous.

Norwegian historian and geographer Terje Tvedt has written extensively on water. Tvedt
overarching project has been to better understand how water and water systems shape human

lives and larger social forms, such as political and economic systems. As a result, Tvedt has

83 Joachim Blatter, Helen Ingram, and Suzanne Lorton Levesque, “Expanding Perspectives on Transboundary
Water,” in Reflections on Water: New Approaches to Transboundary Conflicts and Cooperation, eds. Joachim
Blatter, Joachim, and Helen Ingram (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001), 35; and Linton, What Is Water, 13, 73-74.
% Strang, Meaning of Water, 49.
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argued that there is a need for a systematics of water, which he calls a water-system approach.%®
Tvedt’s primary goal in developing his water-system approach is to provide the fields of history,
geography, anthropology, and political science with a new systematic method for analyzing and
evaluating water’s role in human history and water’s role in the creation of cultural spaces. Tvedt
proposes that his readers conceptualize the idea of water as signifying.

Tvedt’s framework divides the idea of water into three distinct but interconnected senses,
which he terms layers.®® Thus, water is (1) a material element with a particular temporospatial
location that is simultaneously independent of culture yet is continually shaping and being
shaped by culture; (2) a socially appropriated and modified flows of water that shape and are
shaped by culture in a continuous cycle, and (3) conceptualizations about water and the
meanings ascribed to water and water systems by cultures. Tvedt’s term /ayer is meant both in
the archeological sense of human settlements having physical, historical strata that may be
excavated and in the hydrological and environmental sciences sense of water bodies, such as
lakes and oceans, having discernible strata that distinguishable by their temperature, turbidity,
and biota. In each sense, the strata are real in that they signify actual differences in water but
Tvedt acknowledges that such differences are, ultimately heuristic devices. Tvedt describes the
first layer of water as representing all forms and behaviors of water in their natural state,
characterized by physical, chemical, and biological attributes. First-layer waters are waters that

exist in reality, waters that are continually on the move. As a material entity, first-layer waters

5Terje Tvedt and Terje Oestigaard, “A History of the Ideas of Water: Deconstructing Nature and Constructing
Society,” in Terje Tvedt and Terje Oestigaard, eds., Ideas of Water From Ancient Societies to the Modern World,
Series II, vol. I (London: IB Tauris), 2010 and Terje Tvedt and Terje Oestigaard, “Introduction: Urban Water
Systems—A Conceptual Framework,” in Terje Tvedt and Terje Oestigaard, eds., Water and Urbanization, A
History of Water, Series III, vol. I (London: IB Tauris), 2014. Tvedt originally referred to his water-system approach
as a conceptual framework.

6 Tvedt, Water and Society, 5-18.
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always have and always will shape geologic features, plant, animals, and human populations, and
as such first-layer waters show agency. Tvedt’s second layer represents water that has been
modified by humanity by being captured, treated, or put to use for irrigation, power generation,
industry, recreation, or ornamentation. Tvedt defines modifications to water as “the
anthropogenic changes in the way water flows through the landscape.”®” For millennia, human
communities have modified water and integrated these modifications into their cultures so deeply
that modified waters have been the culture. In his description, Tvedt clarifies the interdependent
nature of water and culture. Culture shapes water and is in turn shaped by modified water, and
this synthesized process unfolds without end. The endless cycle of material abstraction and
modification of water and its reciprocal effect on culture is a dialectic cycle: humans modify
water to their own cultural ends but are also inescapably shaped and altered by culture. However,
Tvedt does not ultimately overcome the dualism and anthropocentrism of conventional water
constructs to the extent that he states. His bifurcation of second-layer waters into material and
modified flows still disconnects the flows of water situated in water bodies, for example lakes,
from the flows of water moving through built water systems because he is still imaging water as
a binary of either “natural” spaces or brought into culture, rather than understanding water as a
continuous flow that sometimes is situated within boundaries not-make-by-human-artifice and
sometimes situated within human-made-containers, such a pipes, water mains, reservoirs, and
harbors.

Tvedt’s third layer of water represents the idea of water that vary over time and cultures,
which are socially constructed. Tvedt’s third layer includes ideas of water that arise from

engagements with the first and second layers, and ideas of water that have developed a vast

7 Tvedt, Water and Society, 8.
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range of meanings over centuries. In contrast to the first layer, the third layer of water represents
the many secondary and tertiary meanings ascribed to water by human culture, such as purity,
fertility, disorder, mutability, and puissance. Third-layer waters include cultural, institutional,
and scientific constructs of water as well as “habits of thought” about ownership, control, and
management of water.®® Tvedt uses the example of holy water—material water that is chemically
indistinguishable from tap water—as water that has been modified by being blessed and becomes
a powerful symbol of baptism, healing, and redemption. Tvedt writes: “The ways in which the
water worlds or waterscapes are used practically, interpreted symbolically, and ascribed values
according to local and regional transitions and norms have to be analyzed as a result of the
continuous and long-term anthropogenic interactions and mediations of cultural and natural
variables in the society-water systems.”® It is the constructed waters of Tvedt’s third layer that
have been overlooked by water professionals and policy makers, and are especially important for
water-focused REMOs to understand and reconstruct. Meanings such as water is life, water is a
social good, water is a private right or transferable property, water is holy, and water is power are
often at odds with one another. As we shall see below, a framework with which to understand
and discuss the myriad meanings of water and their distinction from the first layer or the second
layer of water is useful for addressing the growing global water crises. Cultural, institutional, and
conceptual meanings of water are extensive, and they shape and constrain how water is used,
conserved, and managed.

Tvedt’s water systematics is useful to distinguish between the many forms and senses to

which we refer when we speak of water. Tvedt’s work may also be useful for crafting language

%8 Tvedt and Oestergaard, “Urban Water Systems,” 14.
% Tvedt and Oestergaard, “Urban Water Systems,” 13.
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with which we may distinguish between various socially constructed waters, and thus more
productively tackle water discourses. Tvedt addresses the artificiality of designating water as
either natural or cultural and the underlying assumption that nature and culture must be
constructed as “whole” rather than aggregates. Tvedt challenges his readers to think of water as
both nature and culture at the same time. Tvedt’s systematics may serve as a strategy for better
understanding water as material, bio-cultural, and conceptual. However, Tvedt’s purpose in
developing a systematic of water is to provide the fields of history and geography with a
conceptual tool for comparative analysis of cultures engagements with water, and his water-
system is formulated with an emphasis on how water moves above, across, along, and under
landscapes. As such, he does not drill down to the more detailed level of everyday water
practices of communities nor tackle how the human communities appropriate of water flows into
built water systems yield products, and how the water used to produce those products is
sometimes explicit and sometimes virtual. In addition, stated above, Tvedt’s second-layer water
does not successfully overcome dualism and anthropocentrism.

In addition, several scholars have challenged the understanding of the flows of water in
unmodified environments as qualitatively or ontologically different than the flows in built water
systems. They affirm that water is not separate or external to human communities but entangled
with them. This is important because of how we understand water and water consumption,
watered processes (electrical power production, irrigation farming), watered products

(electronics, crops, finished goods such as jeans), and watered entities (gardens and landscapes).
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In addition, there are a number of water scholars in the field of anthropology and
geography who have theorized that water has multiple ontologies.”® Using the methodology of
the ontological turn in anthology, this body of scholarship turns conventional categories of
reality on their head. The field of anthropology had long understood culture to be varied and
spatiotemporally particular, and that social structures and interactions within cultures resulted in
many worldviews. However, while numerous variations in cultural and location resulted in
equally numerous cultural infections and vantage points, anthropologists maintained that there
was only one world. In contrast, beginning in the 1980s, this assumption came into question by
what anthropologists adopting an alternative methodology that came to be called the ontological
turn. Anthropologists began to propose that as there are varied, particular worldviews, there are
also varied worlds. like with social constructionism, the objective of this body of water literature
is to question the conventional ontological distinction between water and culture, or the
derivative distinction between modified water and unmodified water. Hence, rather than an
essentialist idea of water, multiple ontologies of water argues for the existence of multiple
manifestations and epistemologies of water.

WE MISUNDERSTAND HOW WE RELATE TO WATER
Capturing and storing freshwater has always been crucial to any human community. Hence, how

human societies have been shaped by bodies of water, as well as how they have interacted with

70 Samer Alatout, “‘States’ of Scarcity: Water, Space, and Identity Politics in Israel, 1948-59,” Environment and
Planning D: Society and Space 26, no. 6 (2008): 959—-982; Stefan Helmreich, “Nature/Culture/Seawater,” American
Anthropologist 113, no. 1 (February 2011): 133; Rutgerd Boelens, et al., “Hydrosocial Territories: A Political
Ecology Perspective,” Water International, 41, no. 1 (Jan 2016), 1-14. doi: 10.1080/02508060.2016.1134898;
Julian S. Yates, Leila M. Harris, and Nicole J. Wilson, “Multiple Ontologies of Water: Politics, Conflict and
Implications for Governance,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 35, no. 5 (October 2017): 797-815.
doi:10.1177/0263775817700395.
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waterscapes, has long been of interest to scholars in the humanities and the social sciences.”! For
example, historian Karl Wittfogel sought to understand the rise of highly centralized
governments and theorized that how they engaged with water—namely how they developed
greater and greater infrastructure and administrative systems to capture, store and allocate
freshwater stocks for large-scale irrigation-fed agricultural—influenced later highly centralized,
authoritarian governmental structures.”? Wittfogel, and others after him, came to see the
interactions between water and culture as a dialectical relationship in which water and peoples
act upon and therefore shape one another in an endless process.”® Within the literature of water
studies, there is a general agreement that societies are shaped by the waterscapes alongside them
as well as how societies develop their built land and waterscapes to control, allocate, and harness
various waters for domestic, agricultural, commercial, or industrial uses. However, it is
important to note that until recently most scholars still assumed that societies are active forces
that have agency (albeit distributed and often hierarchal), whereas water bodies and built water
systems are passive and lack agency.

An important advance for water scholars was a turn towards understanding the
interactions between water and culture as not simply dialectical but as mutually constitutive
entities. This approach has been growing in influence with water studies, particularly in the fields

of anthropology, geography, political ecology, and science and technology studies.” In seeking

"I Mattias Borg Rasmussen and Benjamin Orlove, introduction to “Anthropologists Exploring Water in Social and
Cultural Life,” American Anthropologist (July 2013): Jessica Budds and Jamie Linton, “The Hydrosocial Cycle:
Defining and Mobilizing a Relational-Dialectical Approach to Water,” Geoforum 57 (November 2014), 170-180.
10.1016/j.geoforum.2013.10.008.

2 Karl A. Wittfogel, Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study of Total Power (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1957).

3 Budds and Linton, “The Hydrosocial Cycle,” 173.

" Yates, Harris, and Wilson, “Multiple Ontologies of Water,” 35, no. 5 (2017): 797-815; Barnes and Alatout,
“Water Worlds,” 483—88. d0i:10.1177/0306312712448524; and Christopher Bear and Jacob Bull, “Guest Editorial,”
Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space, 43 (2011): 2261-2266. https://doi.org/10.1068/a44498.
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to understand processes such as the accumulation of capital and the development of social
inequity, geographer Eric Swyngedouw examined the social power that became manifest through
construction and ownership of irrigation systems in Spain.”> Swyngedouw theorizing that water-
society engagements were not simply a dialectic process of independent agents acting upon and
changing each other but were interactions of entities, such as social power and built water
structures, that are internally related to each other. Swyngedouw therefore posited that water-
society engagements must be understood as a mutually constituting dialectic, that is as “a
combine physical and social process”.”® Not only are water and people engaged in a process of
mutual becoming, but they become hybrids objects, part social, part natural.”’

Building on Swyngedouw’s work, several other schools have posited that the relationship
between water and societies be understood not as subject-object, either water acting upon culture
or culture acting upon water, but as internally related subjects mutually constituting each other.
Geographers Jamie Linton and Jessica Budds explain that “Understanding [water and culture] as
related internally means that properties that constitute them emerge as a function of their
relations with other things and phenomena.”’® Hence, understanding the nature of relations
between water and culture, and also the cultural understanding of those relations, is fundamental
to understanding how given cultures use (and abuse) water. Hydrosocial approach is more

engaged with understanding water-human engagements and arrangements as a mutually

75 Eric Swyngedouw, “Modernity and Hybridity: Nature, Regeneracionismo, and the Production of the Spanish
Waterscape, 1890-1930,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 89, no. 3 (1999): 443—465;
Swyngedouw, Social Power and the Urbanization of Water: Flows of Power (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2004).

6 Swyngedouw, “The Political Economy and Political Ecology of the Hydrosocial Cycle,” Journal of
Contemporary Water Research and Education, 142, no. 1 (2009), 56.

77 Swyngedouw’s work is based in part on the work of Bruno Latour, who positioned what he termed “quasi-
objects” that were part social and part natural. See Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, trans. Catherine
Porter (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1993).

78 Linton and Budds, “The Hydrosocial Cycle,” 173.
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constitutive dialectic of material waters and material culture. The former group uses the term
“hydro-social” to indicate a very different way of conceptualizing water. Water as hydro-social
understands water as relational and an emergent process, one that shapes and is shaped by
culture. By examining the nature of all describe water-human engagements as misunderstood as
agent-object relation, when in actuality water-human engagements are agent-agent. “Water has
configurative, and, as some see it, agentive, power — water acts on society by overflowing or
drying up and creating tensions and collaborations as it moves.”””

The geographers are in general agreement that our ideas of water are socially constructed, that is
how we interact with water is always mediated through the taken-for-granted conceptualizations
about water that dominate discourses (about water resources). Geographers are interested in the
intersectionality of water and people, in particular the causal influence water has in shaping
culture and of human culture in shaping water. Said another way, how water and culture make
and remake each other. Scholars in the dialectical-relational approach camp of water studies are
in treated in reconstructing the model of the hydrological cycle into the hydrosocial cycle. They
understand water as a substance that, by its nature, internalizes social relations. This group of
scholars focus on how water and culture “make and remake each other”, and because water and
culture are internally constitutive. This group also examines how water knowledge emerges, and
they give focus to how the constructions of water have political, social, or economic frames. By
examining how the nature of water—that water becomes what it is in relation to other substances

and is a co-constituent with culture—and that knowledge of water is situated in particular

political, economic, and social frames, we may then understand that water internalizes social

79 Karine Gagné and Mattias Borg Rasmussen, “Introduction—An Amphibious Anthropology: The Production of
Place at the Confluence of Land and Water,” Anthropologica 58, no. 2 (2016): 135-149.
doi:10.3138/anth.582.T00.EN.
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structures, such as power and social belonging. Additionally, by understanding the power
structures can be internalized/embedded in particular enactments of water-human relations, such
as hydroelectric dams, it becomes comprehensive the dynamics of how water arrangements may
create and reinforce inequity and non-sustainability. Therefore, this group of scholars seeks to
use the new model of the hydrosocial cycle to analyze how water arrangements, such as water
supply infrastructure or water rights, might be reconfigured, which may transform arrangements
into more just and sustainable ones. In the field of geography, the terms hydrosocial and socio-
natural have emerged to describe the relational dialectic of water-human engagements.3°

In contrast, the second group, situated largely in anthropology and archeology, is more
engaged with understanding how water is both encoded with and expresses cultural meanings,
and therefore engagements with water are often driven by unconscious patterns/attitudes.®!
Scholar have theorized that by revealing the meaning that has been deeply encoded into water,
academics may better help the water sector, and in turn society at large, better understand how
water is used and consumed. As Veronica Strang has articulated, water is both a material and a
cultural substance, which has meanings poured into. These scholars have examined how the
entity or structure of water and waters systems reveals meanings that have been embedded or
encoded. Therefore, anthropologists and archeologists posit that understanding the meanings
reveals important information for how to re-structure practices. Anthropologists Strange, Franz

Krause, Hans Peter Hahn, Benjamin Orlove, and Steven Caton have slightly different emphasis

80 Budds and Linton, “Hydrosocial Cycle,” 170-180. 10.1016/j.geoforum.2013.10.008; Rebecca L. Farnum, Ruth
Macdougall, and Charlie Thompson, “Re-envisioning the Hydro Cycle,” in Water, Creativity and Meaning:
Multidisciplinary Understandings of Human-Water Relationships, eds. Liz Roberts and Katherine Phillips (London:
Routledge, 2018).

81 1t should be noted that there is overlap between scholars in geography focusing relational-dialectics water
relations and those investigating multiple ontologies of water. Likewise, there is overlap between scholars in
anthropology and archeology focusing on meaning encoded in waterscapes and those proposing a multitude of water
ontologies.

PAGE 85



Chapter Two—Decoding Circumscribed Water

in how they theorize water-human relations. They think of water and materiality as intertwined
with social construction, which many refer to as entanglements. The idea of entanglements is
similar to socio-natural and hydrosocial but it is more inclusive of conceptual manifestations of
water because they are concerned with understanding how human societies relate to water in
more than material ways, such as through sensory engagement and conceptualization.®? It might
be better to explain that Strang is looking for meaning of water and also undercurrents of
meaning, and the undercurrents of meaning are often the more powerful driver of
use/consumption of water that the explicit, well-trod meanings. For this second group, there is an
emphasis on the embedded meanings and how those shape water engagements. Hence, several
scholars understand water as a repository of meaning and a constituent of identity. This contrasts
with approaches to landscape, place, and location that emphasizes the everyday politics and
interactions surrounding water. For their part, Orlove and Caton define waterscapes as “the
culturally meaningful, sensorially active places in which humans interact with water and with
each other.”®} The multitude of meanings embedded in water as well as processes, uses,
products, and spaces are largely unaccounted for or misunderstood by water management experts
and those who develop water policies at the local and international levels. Moreover, this
incognizance of the meanings of water is a major impediment to improving water policy, water
management, and water activism. Strang writes:

The meanings themselves—water as the spirit, as life, as social, connective substance,

as wealth and power, as generative source and regenerative sea, as nature, id, emotion

and unconscious—all of these permeate the interactions that people have with water.
Sometimes near the surface and visible, sometimes deeper and out of sight, they seep

82 Veronica Strang, “Re-imagined Communities: A New Ethical Approach to Water Policy,” in The Oxford
Handbook of Water Politics and Policy, eds. Ken Conca and Erika Weinthal (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2016), 148.

8 Benjamin Orlove and Steven C. Caton, “Water Sustainability: Anthropological Approaches and Prospects,”
Annual Review of Anthropology 39 (2010): 408.
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into every decision made about water use, wash over every aesthetic, religious or

acquisitive vision of water, and swirl in powerful undercurrents in every quarrel about

ownership, access and control of water resources.3*
A deep examination of the meanings of water is necessary, they argue, because how everyday
uses of water in the post-industrial West depends not only on the built water infrastructure
systems but also on well-established yet often unconscious habits, and are interconnected with
many other unconscious habits. For example, showering daily has become an expected daily
habit, as are regular cleaning of domestic spaces, regular laundering of clothing, and imbibing
beverages such as wine, milk, and coffee. Each of these habits has a significant water footprint,
yet currently public discourses about water shortages are critical of protracted showers and
uncritical of immaculately laundered towels or drinking coffee. Hence, scholars have begun to
re-consider not only the material aspects of how humans engage with built and natural water

systems but also the relational aspects of those engagement, and the social constructions of both.

Applying Water Studies Reconstructions to Water-Focused Ecotheology
Having discussed several leading theorizations of water and water systems, and how they

contribute to understanding water-human relations, I now consider how water might be
organized so that it is understood and represented in non-dualistic terms. While Tvedt’s water-
system approach is helpful in understanding how water may be apprehended and articulated in a
number of productive ways, it is more appropriate to Tvedt’s own research aim, which is to
provide a method for analyzing and evaluating water and water-human relations that spans
multiple academic disciplines. What REMOs and ecotheology would be better served by, as
water becomes a focus for both, is an organizing framework rather than a systematics. The task

of understanding water is enormously complex; water as a topic is as vast and elusive to capture

8 Strang, Meaning of Water, 245.
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as any river or sea, and one quickly becomes lost materially and epistemologically. For effective
preservation, restoration, and conservation of the world’s waters, we need an organizing
framework as a heuristic. The purpose of such a framework is to make water visible and legible,
as well as making clear the process of reimagining water. As such, this organizing framework
has three primary categories: (1) fundamental propositions about water, (2) propositions about
water-human relations, and (3) distinctions between water itself, water use, and watered
processes/products. First, it facilitates understanding and representations of water in ways that
honor the complexity of water. Second, it contributes to the ability to speak coherently and
inclusively about water and water problems across disciplines and professions and from an
ecological stance.

Further, this organizing framework is intentionally ecotheological as it considers water as
both having its own existence apart from human culture but also, when intersected by human
culture, as making and being made by culture, namely as deeply relational. In addition, it seeks
to understand water as more than an object of inquiry or a resource to be captured and put to use.
In this respect, it understands water as a material and cultural entity, and understands shortfalls
of freshwater as a consequence of both material and cultural processes. In addition, as a
framework for ecotheological consideration of water and water issues, it makes explicit the
relationship between social constructions and everyday practices. It is intended as a means to
reorganize and reconstruct the water that we think with in order to make possible more
sustainable and just everyday water practices. In chapters one, I introduced my grammar of
water, which is fits into the third category of the organizing framework. In chapters five and six,
I will discuss how nature and human nature have been socially constructed, and how they might

be reconstructed. The analysis and reconstruction within these chapters is important foundational
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work to reimagining water and water systems, and it fits into the second category of the
organizing framework. Lastly, in chapter seven, I will consider the reconstructions of water from
water studies and will offer my own reconstructions, which fit into the first category of the
organizing framework. I explain that water is best understood as occurring at multiple scales; as
mutable or emergent, and as connective and relational.

Conclusion
The task of this chapter has been to discuss the historical process that resulted in the dominant

dichotomous circumscribed constructs of the postmodern West and to identify significant
consequences of those constructs, as well as to explore alternative ways of understanding and
representing water and water-human relations. The larger goal has been to decode the dominant
construct of water as homogenous, asocial, material object, and to offer the beginnings of
reconstructions by introducing insights from water studies. Additionally, I discuss that the
consequences circumscribed constructs are a utilitarian and profligate relation to water. Further, I
reviewed reconstructions offered by several water scholars, and discussed my own a framework
for organizing water knowledge.

The next task is to examine how nature and human nature have been socially constructed
in similarly narrow ways, and how they might be reconstructed, which I will turn to in chapters
five and six. But first it is useful to give a context for water-focused ecotheology and water-
focused religious environmental engagement. This will help to understand why it is necessary to
reconstruct nature and human nature, and how a focus on water protection and conservation fits

within the field of ecotheology.
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If the hydraulic force of religion could be turned toward conduct, there is nothing which it could
not accomplish.
—Walter Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis'

Introduction
Having established in chapter one that water is socially constructed and the dominant ways that

water has been constructed in the West are problematic, and, in chapter two, how water has been
constructed in contemporary Euro-western culture, and organizing framework for reconstructing
water and the potential for becoming water literate as an alternative strategy for advocates of
water protection, conservation, and restoration, the next task is to discuss the backgrounds of
water-focused ecotheology. The purpose of this chapter is twofold. The first purpose is to discuss
the context of Christian ecotheology, and how water-focused ecotheology fits within it.
Secondly, this chapter seeks to make the wide variety of water-focused ecotheology (Judeo-
Christian) more comprehensible, and to highlight its relevance and challenges. An additional
purpose of this chapter will be to serve as a reference point for subsequent chapters, in particular
chapter four where I suggest a typology of water-focused ecology and introduce new
characteristics.

Before moving forward, it is important to note that the term ecotheology as it is used both
within and outside of the academy. Ecotheological reflection and praxis occurs in congregational
settings as part of liturgy as well as community life; in educational settings formal and informal;
and in popular and academic texts. In the academy, ecotheology is primarily a conceptual and

discursive activity that is highly formalized and strives to be explicit and rigorous. In

! Walter Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1991),
6.
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congregations, ecotheology has a wider range of expression, which I detail this more in chapter
four. In addition to reimaging environmentalism from the perspective of religious life,
ecotheology may find expression in new literal practices, physical conservation or restoration
projects, educational programming, and legislative activism. While all of this activity is
ecotheological, it is worth distinguishing between more formal ecotheological work and the less
formal but equally significant and fertile work of ecotheological engagement. Therefore, I will
keep a somewhat artificial separateness in discussing the ecotheological work of religious
communities and the academy by referring to the former as religious environmental movement
organizations (REMOs) and the latter as the discipline of ecotheology. Highly formalized
ecotheological reflection does occur in congregational settings, such as the Pilgrim Place
community and the Trinity Wall Street community, but it represents a small portion of most
congregation’s or organization’s ecotheological praxis.

Ecotheology is a diverse and often fragmented discipline, and the social activism that has
sprung from ecotheology is equally diverse and fragmented.>? At its most essential, ecotheology
is a critique of disenchanted and reductive social constructions of nature, and more broadly of
instrumental nature-human relations. However, the myriad approaches to ecotheology among
different faiths and denominations are highly inflected by the theological priorities and

commitments of individuals and groups in addition to their particular social constructions of

2 Heather Eaton, “Where Do We Go From Here?: Methodology, Next Steps, Social Change,” in Christian Faith and
the Earth: Current Paths and Emerging Horizons in Ecotheology, eds. Ermst M. Conradie, Sigurd Bergmann, Celia
Deane-Drummond, and Denis Edwards (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015), 200. Eaton gives an account of a
wide variety of ecotheological work in the academy, religious institutions and organizations, and among individuals.
She notes that its expression is uneven, sometimes highly structured and other times not, which requires that
ecotheological activity be understood as a spectrum, and necessarily intersecting with other disciplines such as
biology and ethics.

3 While this chapter concentrates Christian ecotheology and water-focused ecotheology, my statement are true of
ecotheology in other faiths, such as Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam. As theological concerns of any given
faith and social constructs in any particular culture will lead to divergences, ecotheology is necessary diverse.
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ecological crisis and social change. The differences among ecotheologically engaged individuals
and groups will be amplified when they focus on water and water practices. As I have
established in chapter one, water is socially constructed yet those constructs are so circumscribed
that few people understand that water is more than a material entity. In addition, water is often
conceptually conflated with built water systems. Further, the use of water is so often habitual and
incognizant that water is conceptually conflated with water itself. To add to the complexity, built
water systems and water use practices are socially constructed. The flatness of this conceptual
landscape leads to confusion and ambiguity. For example, ecotheologians and REMOs alike
champion water as a social good but often fail to notice that safe, reliable water service (not
water itself) is dependent on expensive, highly-engineered built water systems. Equally
problematic are the social constructions of social change. Ecotheology has adopted current
dominant views of social change from economics, psychology, and political ecology, which
assumes changing individual attitudes and available choices will lead to more ecologically
sustainable lifestyles.

One of the explicit aims of ecotheology is to cultivate social change—in light of
environmental destruction and ongoing harmful practices, ecologically minded religious
individuals and groups are rethinking and reforming their religious doctrine and praxis, and
integrating new ecotheological perspectives into their everyday lives. Changing everyday
practices is often much more challenging than reformulating doctrine. A challenge that
ecotheological communities face is how to instigate and sustain everyday practices and also how
to instigate social change in the larger culture.

In many of the water restoration and conservation projects organized by REMOs, water

may be understood as having intrinsic value but is still socially constructed as exogenous of
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culture or as abiotic, that is valued as a “natural resource.” Therefore, an essential task of water-
focused ecotheology is to make water visible and intelligible. Important steps for making water
fathomable are 1) distinguishing that water is socially constructed, 2) differentiating water from
water-practices, and 3) elucidating the undercurrents of meaning of water, built water systems,
and water-practices that shape water-human engagements. Water-focused ecotheology offers
analytical tools to grasp their meaning and cultural power, and may offer directions to
reconstruct water and water-practices in light of ecotheological principles of sustainability,
geocentrism, eco-justice, and eco-covenant with God.

In the first section, I will examine key points regarding the field of ecotheology, discuss
the varieties of ecotheology. Next, I introduce a typology of Christian ecotheology, which gives
an overview theological foundations, environmental foci and principles, and approaches across
ecotheology.* The typology was formulated by religious sociologist Laurel Kearns, which was
based on her study of Christian ecological activism in the early years of the religious
environmental movement.> Kearns has divided the field into three broad categories and further
inflected her categories with differentiating characteristics, which are both theological and
sociological characteristic.® Her typology provides a framework to explore water-focused

ecotheology’s challenges as well as to consider what I call the potential for REMOs focused on

4 It is worth noting that Kearns’s typology is classification of Christian REMOs, not ecotheologies. Kearns typology
had been applied to academic theology by many. Other scholars have broken the field of ecotheology down in
alternate criteria. A discussion of these can be found in: Willis Jenkins’s Ecologies of Grace: Environmental Ethics
and Christian Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), and Panu Pihkala’s Early Ecotheology and
Joseph Sittler, vol. 12 (LIT Verlag Miinster, 2017), 26-31. Pihkala’s is particularly interesting in giving attention to
the work of scholars prior to 1967, whose contributions to ecotheology have been largely overlooked.

5 Laurel Kearns, “Saving the Creation: Christian Environmentalism in the United States,” Sociology of Religion. 57,
no. 1 (March 1, 1996): 55—70 and “The Context of Eco-theology,” Blackwell Companion to Modern Theology, ed.
Gareth Jones (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2004).

6 Kearns calls these three categories “ethics,” as she was organizing them by the political stances, social constructs
as well as their theological commitments rather than along strict denominational or historical lines. In her later
article, “The Context of Eco-theology,” Kearns explains her use of the term ethic as being based on Max Weber’s
ideal type. For the sake of clarity, I have used the more general term category.
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water to be a “hydraulic force” for ecological social change. Overall, Kearns’s typology offers
conceptual coherence for the work of water-focused ecotheology.

In the second section, I will discuss social change. A foundational aim of ecotheological
Christians is to initiate ecological social transformation. However, as with many environmental
movements, religious environmentalism assumes that values and interests are the fundamental
catalysts of social change. However, scholars in several disciplines have begun to question
theories of social change based on values or interests. To this end, the chapter introduces the
work of social toolkit theory and social practice theory. I discuss the larger topic of social change
so as to understand how the ecotheological field is developing and how water-focused
ecotheological Christians move from raised-awareness to implementing their emerging
ecotheological values. More specifically, I will discuss a theory of the cultural change favored in
the field of sociology, and how different varieties of ecotheology do or do not
understand/acknowledge/ascribe to practice theory or social constructionism.

Ecotheology Overview
Let us begin with a review of the ecotheology’s goals, principles, and methodologies so that the

reader may better understand why water-focused ecotheology has emerged. As my purpose is to
provide the reader with a context to the more detailed discussion in following sections and
chapters, this shall be a very brief overview. For more detailed overviews of the ecological
movement, the interested reader may consult texts such as Cecilia Dean Drummond’s Eco-

Theology, Roger Gottlieb’s A Greener Faith, and Stephen Ellingson’s To Care for Creation.”

7 Celia Deane-Drummond, Eco-theology (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2008); Roger Gottlieb, 4 Greener
Faith New York: Oxford University Press, 2006); and Stephen Ellingson, To Care for Creation: The Emergence of
the Religious Environmental Movement (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016).
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Over the past five decades, ecotheology has emerged both as a response to criticism of
the role religions thought, most notably Christian doctrine, has had in the environmental crisis
and as a spiritual expression of ecological concern and care.® In the twenty-first century, the
movement had a diverse range of organizations, denominations, and congregations. As we shall
see below, there is a broad spectrum of theological affiliation within the movement ranging from
conservative denominations to liberal ones. In addition, as a field of study, ecotheology has an
extensive body of literature in which the authors offer analysis, criticism, and also exhort their
fellow Christians to retrieve, reinterpret or reformulate the doctrines and praxis in light of
ecotheological insights. What is positive is that there has been a great deal of work on
acknowledging and confronting the role faith traditions have played in the current eco-crisis.’
This is especially true of Christianity, both that they are guilt of having been a primary
contributor to it and that many within Christianity have accepted responsibly and worked to
change it. But unsustainable, destructive behaviors have remained largely intact and wide-spread
despite considerable public awareness of their consequences and numerous government
programs, non-governmental organization (NGO) campaigns, and industry measures to reform
unsustainable practices. I will address the question of social change in more detail below. First,
let us look at ecotheology’s variety of methodologies and conclusions as well as common
principles and areas of concern.

I will discuss the wide variety of ecotheologies below, but want to first note that common
starting places for ecotheology are an analysis and revision of how nature, humanity, and how

they are related, as well as how each is related to God. I have chosen to analyze the social

8 Stephen Ellingson, To Care for Creation, 150-153.
% John B. Cobb, Jr. afterword in Wiley Blackwell Companion to Religion and Ecology, ed. John Hart (Hoboken, NJ:
John Wiley & Sons, 2017), 505-506, doi:10.1002/9781118465523.after.
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constructs that often precede and therefore constrain one’s understanding of nature and
humanity—as I have discussed in chapters one and two, these are the constructs that are so given
that we think with them rather than about then. I assert that a more helpful theological inquiry is
to begin with constructs of nature. In 1967, Lynn White, Jr. called for Christians to “to rethink
and refeel our origins and destiny,” which most scholars in ecotheology have interpreted as a call
for a revising, reinterpreting, and reimagining Christian doctrine and practice, and in a broader
sense, worldview transformation.!® However, what White was driving at was not to rethink
merely humanity’s role as monarch or vice-regent presiding over nature but rather to examine
critically the dualistic and anthropocentric ways that Euro-western culture has thought of nature,
which are so foundational that they regulate all our interactions with nature.!! Thus, I have
looked at what the social constructions of key ideas of nature and humanity. Additionally, it is
also important to note that concepts of humankind and nature have a dynamic interplay with one
another and cannot be reconstructed apart from each other. Hence, the reconstruction of culture
that is the goal of ecotheology cannot be complete without a reconstruction of humankind and
nature.'? Other ecotheologians are in agreement that ecotheology calls for uncovering and
reconstructing our taken-for-granted ideas of nature and humanity, and to for those focused on
water, our taken-for-granted ideas of water. For example, Anna Peterson concisely elucidates

why social constructions of humanity are of critical interest to scholars and activists when she

10 T ynn White, Jr., “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis,” Science 155, no. 3767 (March 1967): 1207.
' White, “Historical Roots,” 1206.

12 Steven Bouma-Prediger, The Greening of Theology: The Ecological Models of Rosemary Radford Ruether,
Joseph Sittler, and Juergen Moltmann (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1995), 266-80.

PAGE 96



Chapter Three—The Context of Ecotheology

writes, “How we envision humanness is deeply and inescapably intertwined with our
understanding of ethical behavior.”!3

VARIETIES OF ECOTHEOLOGY
There is no standard typology of ecotheology, and as the field has matured, different schemes of

classification have emerged. Many scholars have grouped ecotheology into branches as a means
to decipher and interpret it, and have likewise grouped REMOs using the same criteria. The
divisions are general based on the degree to which the author or organization advocates for
reform of constructs of humanity or nature. Thus, most authors divide ecotheology into
conservative, moderate (mainline), and radical. Some scholars have gone further and formulated
detailed typologies.'* One of the most useful typologies is that of Kearns, a scholar of the
sociology of religion. While Kearns typology has been used to classify ecotheologies, in fact
Kearns’s created her typology as a heuristic for her sociological study of the Christian
environmental movement in American denominations and para-church organizations in the
1980s and 90s.!°> Through her study, Kearns uses a synoptic method to differentiate and detail the
theological foundations, social constructions, environmental foci, theories of social change,
epistemological orientation, and worldview of those organizations. Kearns uses the common
grouping of conservative, mainline, and liberal Christianity to organize the Christian

environmental organizations, which labels them Christian stewardship, eco-justice, and creation

13 Anna L. Peterson, Being Human: Ethics, Environment, and Our Place in the World (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 2001), 208.

14 In several typologies, including Kearns’s, process theology and ecofeminist theology are unclassified or noted to
have authors and adherents in both moderate and radical branches. See Panu Pihkala, Early Ecotheology and Joseph
Sittler, 2631 and Ernst M. Conradie, An Ecological Christian Anthropology: At Home on Earth? (Aldershot, UK:
Ashgate, 2005), 97-98.

15 Kearns’s article was based on her dissertation. Laurel Diane Kearns, “Saving the Creation: Religious
Environmentalism,” PhD diss., Emory University, 1994.
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spirituality, respectively.!®!7 Below, I have grouped the characteristics into two sets, which the
reader may find below in Table 1. The first five characteristics are theological characteristics and
parse aspects of how each type approaches ecotheology. These characteristics represent the
theological constructs that each type assumes yet often has not articulated, which include their
social constructions of nature and humanity. The second set of characteristics are ones that I call
“sociological/epistemological characteristics,” as the foundational assumptions and attitudes of
the organizations that Kearns studied. By parsing theological characteristics from the theories of

social change and social constructions of nature and humanity—what I deem to be a triple-axis

Theological Characteristics Sociological/Epistemological
Characteristics
Starting Point Roots of the Environmental Crisis
Theological Appeal Environmental Issues
Image of God Prescribed Response
Image of Nature Social Change Orientation
Human-Nature Relationship Intellectual Tools
Worldview

of analysis from the perspectives of theology, sociology, and epistemology—Kearns provides a
valuable analytic tool for similar differentiation
for water-focused ecotheology.

After introducing her types and delineating their characteristics, Kearns explains how
theological principles intersect with ecological principles and view of social change to create
dramatically different ecotheological worldviews and mandates. By examining in detail how the

groups agree and diverge, several underlying priorities and fundamental assumptions are

16 Kearns, “Saving the Creation,” 57. Kearns’s intention here is to construct three ideal types of ecotheological
thought and activism.
17 See Kearns, “Saving the Creation,” Table 1 on 56.
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identified, which creates a decidedly richer understanding of the movement. For this project,
Kearns typology offers two things. First, by drilling down to the often overlooked subjects of the
social construction of nature and humanity’s relations to nature, as well as their assumptions of
social change, Kearns accounts for why there is such diversity of perspective and focus among
ecotheological Christians, as well as between those working in REMOs and those in the
academy. By organizing the movement into types and inflecting each category with theological,
ecological, and social characteristics, Kearns provides a lexicon for discussion of the social
constructions and hierarchies of the ecotheology movement. Second, and more important, Kearns
typology demonstrates how foundational to an organization or individual’s ecotheological
outlook the social constructions of nature and humanity are. Creating what I call a double axis is
the intersection of social change theory with theological constructions of the proper relations of
God, humanity, and nature. The value of having Kearns’s typology as a triple-axis analytical tool
of the elements that comprise the overall ecotheological perspective is significant, which will
become even more clear in chapters five, six, and seven, when look at the analysis and
reconstructions of nature, nature, humanity, and water from the literature of ecotheology and
from my own work.

The Common Concerns of Ecotheology
Ecotheology and the larger religious environmental movement represents an extensive and

varied collection of approaches, methods, and responses to complex environmental problems.
However, it must be noted that there is consensus among ecotheological Christians that there is

an ecological crisis and there is a growing consensus that it is anthropogenic.'® In addition,

18 Evangelical and Pentecostal Christians are less likely to agree that ecological problems, such as climate change,
are anthropogenic. However, there is a body of research that demonstrates how political affiliation has a significant
impact of whether conservative Christians agree with anthropogenic climate change.
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ecotheological Christians agree that a majority of ecological damage can be repaired and, in the
future, avoided thought re-evaluation of the elements of Christian doctrine that have led to
dualism and anthropocentrism. As discussed above, there is consensus that elements such as
“Human-Nature Relationship” need evaluation but there is disagreement about the degree that
elements need reformulation. Conservative ecotheological Christians favor a retrieval approach,
whereas moderates advocate for reevaluation, and liberal and radical ecotheological Christians
(and post-Christians) argue for reconstruction.!”

Ecotheological Christians critique the instrumental or romanticized understanding of
nature. Throughout much of western European and American history, nature has been
understood as a supporting cast and stage upon which the human drama is played.?® When nature
has been valued and protected, it has generally been for its instrumental value to human
populations, particularly to land- and livestock-owners. Such a valuation reflects that humanity
values itself, its existence and comforts, rather than truly values nature. Against this self-centered
understanding of nature, ecotheological Christians argue that nature must be re-envisioned as
valuable for its own sake.?! Several theologians argue that some of the most damaging
understandings of nature have been the dualistic constructs inherited from Greek philosophy,
where nature is understood to be ontologically different from humanity.?? T will discuss this in

much more detail in chapter five.

19 John Grim and Mary Evelyn Tucker, Ecology and Religion (Washington: Island Press, 2014), 42.

20 Terje Tvedt, Water and Society: Changing Perceptions of Societal and Historical Development (London:
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015), 15.

2! For example, Sallie McFague, “Life Abundant: Rethinking Theology and Economy for a Planet in Peril,” The
Journal of Religion 84, no. 2 (2004), 31-33 and Super, Natural Christians: How We Should Love Nature
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1997), 57-58.

22 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gaia and God: An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing (San Francisco: Harper
San Francisco, 1992), 22-26, 230-231; Warren S. Brown and Brad D. Strawn, The Physical Nature of Christian
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Ecotheological Christians universally hold that God’s love of nature is evident
throughout scripture and doctrine. In the biblical texts, humanity is charged with the protection
and conservation of nature, or, when necessary, the restoration. Ecotheological Christians hold
that, as the whole of creation was made and has a covenant with God, conservation and a focus
on God and others is more central to right praxis, and centering one’s religious life on prosperity
wealth and social status is contrary to right praxis. Indeed, humanity is expected to value and
cherish nature as God does. Hence, to be a righteous person, the ecotheological Christian is
expected to make ecological acts of preservation, conservation, and healing a part of his/her
praxis. Such acts can be large, such as lobbying for stronger ecological regulations and laws, or
small, such as using less water to water one’s roses. God intrinsically values nature, and as such,
ecotheological Christians likewise value nature.

Further, ecotheological Christians roundly critique the understanding of humanity as the
pinnacle of God’s creation. Many argue that the domination of humanity over nature is one of
the most fundamental causes of the current ecological crisis. In addition, many scholars have
written that ideas of humanity that are rooted in the Judeo-Christian tradition negatively shaped
how contemporary Euro-western culture understands humanity.?? In the body of ecological
literature, many new models of humanity have been suggested, such as that of “steward,”
“gardener,” and “person-in-community.” While ecotheological Christians disagree about the

exact model, ecotheological Christians universally call for a transformation of the role of

Life: Neuroscience, Psychology, and the Church (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 15-23.
doi.org/10.1017/CB0O9781139015134; and Theodore Hiebert, The Yahwist’s Landscape: Nature and Religion in
Early Israel (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 3-29.

23 One of the most well-known criticisms is that of medieval historian Lynn White Jr.’s, which argues that attitudes
towards nature, and humanity’s role as rightful mater over nature, cannot be understood apart from their origins in
Christian dogma of later Middle Ages and early modern period in western Europe. See White, “Historical Roots,”
1203-1207.
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humanity. More liberal ecotheological Christians advocate for a low anthropology; they advocate
for a model of near equity among all God’s created beings. More conservative ecotheological
Christians agree that the dominance of humanity must be forsaken, but envision a shift from
humans-as-monarch to humans-as-regent model.

A consensus of ecotheological Christians assert that there is a long tradition of ecological
values within scriptures and doctrine that have be overlooked in the modern era in favor of more
dominant values and themes. For example, the teachings of St. Francis of Assisi are commonly
cited as being ecotheological but until recently Francis was known primarily for his teaching on
monasticism and poverty. Ecotheological Christians assert that retrieval and reintegration of
long-standing ecological values is central to healing the creation. However, others argue that
truly ecological thought is anachronistic to the biblical texts.?* Other elements of the tradition are
easily retrievable without being anachronistic. For example, the edicts in both the Hebrew Bible
and the New Testament on care of the vulnerable and love of the neighbor. Similarly, the
tradition in the prophetic text as well as Samuel I and II, and Chronicles I and II that call on
God’s people to turn away from false idols, to return to God, and to restore social justice.

Two shortcomings that ecotheology has not given enough attention to is a sober critique
of capitalism, in particular neoclassical economics, and the idolatry of science and technology.
This is likewise the case with the smaller body of literature of water-focused ecotheology and
that of REMOs. A small number of theologians have addressed economics from the perspective
of ecotheology, such as John Cobb and Walter Brueggemann. Ecofeminist theology has been

critical of the social construction of the scientific method as absolutely objective and free of bias,

24 Walter Brueggemann, Disruptive Grace: Reflections on God, Scripture, and the Church (Minneapolis, MN:
Fortress Press, 2011), 171; and Lawrence Troster, “What is Ecotheology?,” CrossCurrents 63, no. 4 (2013): 380-
385.
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and have demonstrated that much damage to the environment can be attributed to an uncritical
view of science and technology. I bring these shortcomings to the fore as capitalist structures and
the hegemony of science and technology each dominate water issues and any large-scale,
establishment led responses to water issues will certainly be influenced by their worldviews and
governed by their particular social constructions.

It is clear that ecotheology is critical of chronic, endemic exploitation of the environment
and have a desire to reverse the practices that threaten the Earth through a prophetic voice that
proclaims God’s love of nature and humanity’s responsibility to be a steward. John Cobb, Jiirgen
Moltmann, Sallie McFague, Paul Santmire, and Rosemary Radford Ruether each find that
ecotheology is both a transformation of thinking and also a transformation in everyday acts, in
both everyday practices and religious praxis.?> Hence, ecotheology is not simply a new doctrinal
stance or a remedy to a spiritual crisis but is a complex, periphrastic response to the emerging
historic reality of ecological destruction.

The ecotheological Christians’ response recognizes the inadequacy of conventional
doctrines and practices, and seeks to reformulate them, which in turn will be transformative of
Euro-western culture. However, much of ecotheology is uncritical of conventional theories of
social change.

Theories of Social Change
In this section, I will discuss the process of social transformation, which I understand as a

primary goal of ecotheology and water-focused ecotheology, and to discuss the causal
relationship between culture and social change. Few scholars within the field of ecotheology

have written extensively about how social movements initiate and sustain social change. As I

25 Bouma-Prediger, The Greening of Theology, 270-71.
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discussed in chapter one, within the water sector, many authors assume an ABC model of social
change or a value-belief-norm theory.?® A number of ecotheologians have address intentional
social change, among them Kearns, as well as Anna Peterson and John Cobb. Kearns has relied
on the work of sociologist Ann Swidler, whose seminal article, “Culture in Action,” argued for a
dramatic rethinking of what relation culture plays in determining social change. Swidler argues
that culture does not shape action by establishing cultural values or ends but by enabling and
constraining a culture’s repertoire of meanings. Additionally, Swidler posited that culture has a
stronger constraining/facilitating influence in unsettled times than in settled times, but cautions
that culture’s influence is unevenly distributed throughout culture. Also, some cultural elements
had more enduring effects on action than others.

What I have found compelling about theories of social change is that it shifts the gaze, or
changes the “unit of analysis” within discourses of ecological transformation. Swidler writes that
culture does not influence action by establishing goals/ends “but by giving [people] a vocabulary
of meanings, the expressive symbols, and the emotional repertoire with which they can seek
anything at all.”*’ For Ecotheology and REMOs, Swidler can be a guide to what effects cultural
transformation directly and enduringly, and where to direct their work. Christian churches and
academics have little direct political power. However, they may have more power to transform
cultural codes that underlie how post-modern, industrial societies construe nature and humanity’s
interactions with nature.

A central aim of ecotheology and water-focused ecotheology is to change water-human

engagements, from instrumental, consumptive or harmful to respectful, relational and

26 ABC stands for attitudes, behaviors and choices.
27 Swidler, “Cultural Power and Social Movements,” in Culture and Politics, eds. Lane Crothers and Charles
Lockhart (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000), 27.
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sustainable.?® Thus, an important question to consider is what measures lead to transforming
engagements? Much public rhetoric, policy discussions, and water sector literature assume a
model of behavior change based on individual, rational actors selecting one action at a time to
maximize their own happiness or utility (rational choice theory).?’ Alternatively, some scholars
and policy makers have adopted value-belief-norm theory, which posits that a hierarchy of
personal and ecological values govern individual choice, as long as there are no other constraints
on the individual, such as those of social institutions or infrastructure.’® Little of the ecotheology
literature has critically addressed whether social change may be instigated at the individual level,
by a charismatic leader, or by social institutions such as universities, governments, or religious
communities. Clearly, intentional social change does occur, and social movements such as the
abolitionist, animal welfare, and suffragist movements of the nineteenth century were purposeful,
grassroots movements. What I wish to explore is if the prevailing assumption that social change
is instigated from the bottom up, by “winning hearts and minds” of individuals is how social
change occurs. Therefore, I will examine two variations of practice theory that are well regarded:
the culture as toolkit theory and social practice theory. It should be noted that the two theories do

not contradict one another but have different emphases. Indeed, distinguished scholar of culture

28 Heather Eaton, “The Challenges of Worldview Transformation: To Rethink and Refeel Our Origins and Destiny,”
in Religion and Ecological Crisis: The “Lynn White Thesis” at Fifty, ed. Todd LeVasseur and Anna Peterson
(London: Routledge, 2016), 133; Deane Drummond, Eco-Theology, 179—-180. See Conradie, Ecological Christian
Anthropology; Peterson, Being Human; and Christiana Peppard, Just Water (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2014).

2% Emily Huddart Kennedy, Maurie J. Cohen, and N. Krogman. “Social Practice Theories and Research on
Sustainable Consumption,” Putting Sustainability into Practice: Applications and Advances in Research on
Sustainable Consumption (Glasgow: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2015), 3—4; and Tom Hargreaves, “Practice-Ing
Behaviour Change: Applying Social Practice Theory to Pro-Environmental Behaviour Change,” Journal of
Consumer Culture 11, no. 1 (March 2011): 79-99.

30 Kennedy, et. al., “Social Practice Theories and Research on Sustainable Consumption,” 4.
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William Sewell argued that the two theories should not be understood as in opposition but as
complimentary.®!

CULTURE AS TOOLKIT THEORY
The culture as toolkit theory is most strongly associated with the work of sociologist Ann

Swidler. The toolkit theory of culture was developed by Swidler and others in response to
theories of culture’s influence on action by Max Weber and Talcott Parsons. Based on the work
of Clifford Geertz, Pierre Bourdieu, Sherry Ortner, and William Sewell, Swidler has written that
Weber’s concept of ideas and Parsons’ concept of values governing or inducing action located
the guiding force of culture in the minds of individuals, which do not predict cultural
transformation.3?

A central focus of Swidler’s early work is to account for how cultures respond to social
stress and crisis. Swidler asserts that individuals and groups within a culture recognize that the
systems of meaning that worked in the past have ceased to function vitally, and the culture reacts
by engaging in a reworking on its systems of meaning.3* Swidler begins by explaining that the
predominant models of how a culture influences the actions of individuals and groups have
assumed that culture shaped action by providing ultimate values. Hence, values were identified
as the “central causal unit” of culture. However, Swidler and many other sociologists reject this
formulation. Swidler explains that this formulation of cultural change cannot account for the
persistence of “styles” of actions after the values of a culture have shifted. For example, why

Protestant customs such as somber attire remained de rigueur after the dominance of Calvinistic

3 William H. Sewell, Jr. “The Concept(s) of Culture” in Beyond the Cultural Turn: New Directions in the Study of
Society and Culture, eds. Victoria E. Bonnell and Lynn Hunt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 47.
32 Ann Swidler, “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies,” American Sociological Review 51, no. 2 (1986): 25.
33 “Unsettled times” is a term coined by Swidler in “Culture in Action,” 273-86.
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thought had waned. Theories of cultural change based on values detraining action cannot account
for real-world social change.

As values have been found by sociologists not to be a causal link, Swidler proposes a
new theory of culture that establishes symbolic forms as the essential units of culture, and
therefore the pivotal causal elements. Swidler explains that symbolic forms include worldviews,
art forms, language, folklore/myth, and religious ceremonies. Swidler also explains that symbolic
forms are the singular instrument through which people may “experience and express meaning.”
Swidler further writes that the symbolic forms may be understood as tools that individuals and
communities select in varied configurations as they interact, labor, or entertain themselves.
Swidler asserts, “A culture is not a unified system that pushes action in a consistent direction.”>*
Thus, culture may be thought of as a storeroom of publicly available tools, which Swidler refers
to as ool kits.

Additionally, Swidler clarifies that individuals and communities rarely act in direct and
discrete ways, nor always according to values or interests. Instead, individuals and communities
act in collections of acts, which Swidler calls /ines of action. Lines of action are usually
constructed within the context of other actions and have culturally imposed limits. For examples,
automobile drivers choose a speed at which to drive based on their needs and the conventions of
driving in their culture. Hence, culture plays a role in the action of driving as does the ability that
the need of the driver to arrive on time. Swidler also uses another phrase, that of strategies of

action, which she defines as “persistent ways of ordering action through time.”*> Many strategies

of action are “pre-fabricated,” in the sense that they are conventional actions common to a

34 Swidler, “Culture in Action,” 277.
35 The term strategy is used in the more general sense, indicating that the actions have an organizing principle, or
arise from habits or worldviews. See Swidler, “Culture in Action,” 273.
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culture, such as relying on extended family in hard times or the ethics and practices that are
standardized to a profession or trade. Further, strategies of action are built from the tool kit that
is provided by culture. Therefore, culture has influence on action not by establishing values, but
in being the storeroom of tools from which individuals and communities select strategies of
action. When toolkits no longer work, a community searches for alternative ideologies and
strategies of action. This is what Swidler terms retooling, which is similar to reconstruction in
that it is a social process that renovates existing strategies and establishes new ones. They do this
by constructing new symbols—in the form of rituals, stories, vocabulary, and worldviews. From
the retooled repertoire of symbols, individuals and groups then construct new strategies of
action.

Swidler shows that ecotheological Christians groups should effect change not by defining
ends of action but by offering new cultural components that culture will use to construct new
strategies of action that are sustainable and eco-ethical. As Swidler writes:

...culture’s causal significance not in defining ends of action, but in providing

cultural components that are used to construct strategies of action.” This revised

imagery—culture as a “tool kit” for constructing “strategies of action,” rather than

as a switchman directing an engine propelled by interests-turns our attention toward

different causal issues than do traditional perspectives in the sociology of culture.*¢
Therefore, what Swidler’s offers to understanding ecotheology (and an emerging water-focused
ecotheology) is the idea that culture provides shape to ecological activism but does not dictate
ends. As Swidler contends, the influence of cultural norms and values is not the “switchman”
that we think it is, and the models of social change that depend on this assumption have limited

use to explain or predict social practices. The prevailing wisdom in Euro-western culture is that

changing social values, such as prizing nature or protective legislation for clean air and water,

36 Swidler, “Culture in Action,” 273-274.
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will influence how we treat the environment. Time and again Americans say they value clean air
and water, while they continue to drive cars that have a had carbon footprint or allow
corporations to pollute waterways with few economic, political or social consequences.
Swidler’s work can account for the gap between values and behaviors. Further, Swidler’s work
indicates that what will genuinely change behavior is a changed worldview that sees the
interconnectedness of all of creation, that believes the creation is loved by God, and humanity
has an obligation to protect and conserve the whole of creation.

Hence, in light of Swidler’s scholarship, we may see that ecotheological Christians will
respond to eco-crisis and be bounded by culture but the changes that come about are indirect and
are shaped but not dictated by culture. Swidler’s work predicts that deeper change will result
from changes in paradigms rather than changes in values. Therefore, by knowing Swidler’s
theory and language, we better understand what is happening for ecotheological Christians as
they engage in water-care projects and advocacy. To borrow Swidler’s words, her work gives us
“more sophisticated theoretical ways of thinking about how culture shapes and constrains
action....”” For ecotheological Christians to more fully understand how cultural transformation
takes place through the retooling of cultural symbols would be greatly helpful to furthering their
goals.

SOCIAL PRACTICE THEORY
In other areas of the water literature, mainly in geography, sociology of consumption, and

political ecology, some scholars have suggested an alternative model of change based on social
practice theory. Rather than individual, rational actor consciously selecting actions that are

directed towards a goal (maximize utility), social practice theory has a model of collective,

37 Swidler, “Culture in Action,” 284.
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unconscious habits that are shaped by social structures, such as constructs, institutions, and
contexts. These habits are called practices. Sociologist Andreas Reckwitz explains that a practice
is “ ... aroutinised type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to one
another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a
background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and
motivational knowledge.”*® Therefore, a shower is not taken in isolation, with only hygiene
obliging it and a water bill or conservation ethic limit it. Rather, the act of showing is a social
practice that is shaped by social institutions such as family or office culture, as well as the
availability of facilities and materials (a bathroom, soap and hot water).

Social practice theory has similar roots to cultural toolkit theory, and also seeks to
understand the causal power of culture on action.>® An important theme of social practice theory
to reconcile the power of social structures with individual or collective agency of actors.
However, rather than focusing on structures or actors, social practice theory gives greater
attention to practices. Practices are can be understood as the routine actions of individuals, and
are characteristically unconscious, habitual, and automatic, such as making a telephone call or
walking down the street. Alternatively, practices can be understood as collective actions of
organizations, and are characterized by their routine and taken-for-granted nature, that the
subroutines of the activity are well known they seem to “the way you do it.” For example, a

librarian checking out a book to a patron or waiting in line to vote. Social practice theory seeks

38 Andreas Reckwitz, “Toward a Theory of Social Practices: A Development in Culturalist Theorizing,” European
Journal of Social Theory 5, no. 2 (2002): 243-263, 249.

3 Bourdieu, Michel Foucault, and Sherry Ortner, among others, were seeking to find a middle ground between the
determinism of previous theories such as those of Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Talcott Parsons and the lack of
agency of structural models of the mid twentieth century (social structures, such as institutions and class, enable and
limit action).
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to understand why people do what they do, and what might factors alter or put an end to a
practice, and therefore give focus to the elements of practice rather than the individuals or
organizations, or their particular choices. There are three elements of any practice: materials,
meanings, and competencies. By materials, theorists mean objects, infrastructures, tools, or even
bodies. By meanings, theories mean symbols, images, and ideas. By competence, theories mean
skills, knowledge, know-how, analysis, and constructs. Individuals or groups enacting practices
are called “carriers.” Another important aspect of social practice theory is that a practice may be
bundled with one or more other practices. When they are bundled lightly, they are called bundles
and when they are combined tightly, they are called complexes. For example, taking a taxi is part
of a complex of practices that involve walking, communicating, riding, driving, and exchanging
currency. In terms of water-focused ecotheology, what social practice theory can account for are
materials, such as water and impervious surfaces, tacit and unconscious knowledge, and
meanings. It is a different way of understanding how humans, or human populations, engage
with one another as well as infrastructure and waterscapes, and how action is shaped by more
than the external factors such as the cost of water or water-wise technology. Additionally, it is an
alternative way to theorize social change and how activists, policy makers, and the water sector
may come together to reform consumptive or harmful water practices.

As I discussed in chapter one, the work of Elizabeth Shove, sociologist of consumption,
has been especially compelling. Shove challenges the merit or effectiveness of the dominant
theories of social change, specifically rational choice theory and value-belief-norm theory.*’ In

addition, Shove observes that these positivistic and rationalists explanations have dominated

40 Elizabeth Shove, “Beyond the ABC: Climate Change Policy and Theories of Social Change,” Environment and
Planning A: Economy and Space 42, no. 6 (June 2010): 1273-85. doi:10.1068/a42282, 8.
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environmental policy and government sponsored interventions yet do not effectively predict
behavior, and their use is at best a red herring and at worst perpetuates a mistaken assumption
that the social change needed to curtail or reverse unsustainable practices can be made at the
individual or even household level. Shove writes, “At this point it is important to acknowledge
that the ABC is not just a theory of social change: it is also a template for intervention that
locates citizens as consumers and decision makers and that positions governments and other
institutions as enablers whose role is to induce people to make pro-environmental decisions for
themselves and deter them from opting for other less desired courses of action.”*! Additionally,
Shove is critical of the core premise of rational choice or value-belief-norm theories, which is
that behavior is governed by a rational mind directed towards external ends or guided by
internalized values, and therefore places blame on individuals while ignoring institutions and
social structures that create and perpetuate ecologically harmful products or processes. Shove’s
has worked to apply social practices theory to an analysis of consumption and its efficacy for
predicting social change.

This exploration of cultural toolkit theory and social practice theory is not intended to
advocate for or against either. My purpose is to demonstrate that conventional ways of
understanding the drivers of activity that has a high ecological impact, such as household
landscape irrigation, washing clothing, computer usage, consuming meat and coffee, and driving
automobiles, need reconsideration and different analysis. Our conventional assumptions of what
drives these activities and how to reform or do away with them are too simplistic, which
effectively distracts from uncovering the more complex but more useful understanding of the

complex dance between people and their social and material environment. Human beings are

4! Shove, “Beyond the ABC,” 8.
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invariantly social beings. It is unsurprising that undercurrents of encoded meaning or
epistemological assumptions would enable and limit our actions, in particular activities that are
largely performed unconsciously or habitually and are connected to social acceptance or power.
The consumptive use of water is not necessarily determined by monetary limits or by individual
values. Rather, water practices (several of which are consumptive) should be understood and
investigated as occurring within complex interplay of meaning, materials, and competencies, as
well as amalgamated into complexes of practices. By using social practice theory, with its focus
on the interplay of practice elements and bundles, ecotheologians and REMOs may gain insight
into novel, alternative practices that cohere to ecological values.

THE THEOLOGICAL TASK
For the purposes of REMOs and SEMOs, I do not think that a full application of toolkit theory or

social practice theory is useful. The learning curve to become fluent in either theory will likely
lead to resistance, if not outright rejection, of its application. However, using some of the larger
ideas of these theories has great potential to break apart conventional assumptions and spark
innovative thinking. For example, the shift in focus away from understanding harmful ecological
practices as individual, rational, or autonomous to collectedly ordered, semi-automatic or
habitual, and contingent upon existing systems and social expectations/conventions. It is
especially important to understanding that the uses of water are supported and constrained by
more than materiality or infrastructure capacity. The human need for social acceptance and
approval is deeply engrained, and overcoming the unconscious social construct that drive
everyday water-use is therefore highly resistant to novel, external influences. REMOs
contribution to unpacking the social meanings of watering a garden, washing one’s clothing,
eating meat, or purchasing electronics. By understanding what water-uses are the most intensive

or disruptive within a region, REMOs might help reimagine those practices through unpacking
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their elements and reimagine structures. Key water-uses to give focus to are high-intensity
agriculture, transportation’s impact on bodies of water, and microchip production. REMOs might
address water-use by examining components of a water-use and looking for the social
expectations and meanings that intersect it, or what tacit meanings are embedded within it.

An understanding of the backgrounds of ecotheology makes emerging water-focused
ecotheology activism more comprehensible. Knowledge of the influences, strengths and
weaknesses as well as an understanding of the link between values and action, allows the reader
to see new connections and reveals deeper meanings. Moreover, to understand how social
movements evolve over time, within a culture but also impacting the larger culture, provides
important insights. Such understandings are tremendously important as a large religious
movement, such as ecotheology, matures and demands attention from a broader, secular
audience. Additionally, to understand the movement as it branches into new territory such as
water-focused ecotheology is valuable, because water activism is itself a large and complicated
subject. The specific issues within the larger field, such as freshwater shortages and pollution,
are like waterscapes itself—they defy boundaries and often co-mingle with other issues to create
intermediary boundaries.

Hydraulic Force—the Quiet Strengths of Congregations and REMOs
This section will discuss the uncommon strengths of ecological congregations and religious

organizations bring to the environmental movement, making them an unexpected but acutely
relevant voice for ecological advocacy in general and water in particular. An important aspect in
examining the context of ecotheology is to discuss what sets congregations and religious
organizations apart from the majority of secular organizations that are involved in the
environmental movement. Congregations and religious organizations have uncommon resources

partially based in the nature of their structure and organization, which in turn make the usually
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adept grass-roots organizations. Some strengths are characteristic of voluntary organizations that
are place based and others are characteristic of religious communities. Additionally, they have
strengths that arise from the nature what activity they most engage in: fellowship. Just as
ecotheology has deepened the conversation about ecological conservation and restoration,
congregations and religious organizations engaged in water-focused ecotheology may deepen the
conversation about water conservation and restoration. John Cobb described some of these as
“distinctive contributions,” such as the principles of preferential option for the poor, subsidiarity,
and disinclination towards usury.*? Also, sensitively to justice issues, such as solidarity with the
poor, and the wholeness of creation in God.

INSTITUTIONAL ADVANTAGES
A strength of ecological congregations and religious organizations is that they, being a long-term

community, have organizational base and depth of capacity. What is interesting is that they, like
the Israelites that Walter Brueggemann uses as his example of the alternative community, have
the experience of lamentation and return to covenant.** They see together that the promise of
Pharaoh is empty and that they must walk forward together to find their way to the Promised
Land, which is only achieved through returning repeatedly to the covenant with God. Similarly, a
faith community comes to understand that their understanding of water is based on broken
heuristics and solutions to scarcity are based in narrow understandings of water as homogenous
and utilitarian. A community that has deep institute organization is able to search for better

understandings and representations of water, and test proffered solutions against them.

42 John B. Cobb, Jr., “Theology and Ecology,” Colloquium, 25, no. 1 (May 1993), 9.

43 Walter Brueggemann discusses alternative communities in several publications, most notably Walter
Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 2™ edition (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001) and Sabbath as
Resistance: Saying No to the Culture of Now (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2014).
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All congregations and religious organizations have resources to offer the environmental
movement due to their unusual characteristics. Demographically speaking, congregations can be
less homogenous groups than many others in terms of income, race, political affiliation, and,
most notably, age than other local organizations of similar size.** Additionally, congregations,
and the religious organizations that evolve from them, can be what Jonathan Haight calls
“unexpected validators of moral assertions,” by which he means that they have a great claim of
authority, especially in our times when many public institutions have lost authority, for example
governments, the media, higher education, and archdiocese and denominations. Moreover,
congregations and religious organizations can function as a “social contagion,” meaning that
because members of the congregation may each go out into the world and share about their
beliefs, they may transmit ideas about water and influence the behavior of others.

Congregations and religious organizations have a variety of demographic compositions,
which can be an asset. They can be large or small, rich or poor. They can be part of a highly
centralized hierarchy, such as the Catholic Church or the Latter-day Saints. Alternatively, they
can be part of a “low church” denomination or part of the emerging church. Faith communities
are more likely than many other social institutions to be multi-generational, to have a core
membership that last over many years, and to value collaborative work. What faith communities
have in common is their focus on right living and larger ontological questions such as who is
God, what is our relationship to God, why was the world created? Many faith communities are
experienced in ecumenical work, and are skillful in dialoging with other demonization and
religions as well as with secular communities, which is a less common but crucial skill set in

working on complex issues.

4 As compared to service organizations, local political parties, PTAs, and neighborhood clubs.
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CONVOCATIONAL SKILLS
Further, congregations and religious organizations also have strengths and skills because

of what they do most—attempt to live a life of informed and shaped by their faith. Christian
ethicist Robin Lovin suggested, because congregations ground themselves in sacred texts that
keep them focused on larger ontological questions, they are unusually cohesive and persevering
organizations.* Lovin also says that congregations and religious organizations tend to see the
transitory nature of history forms, such as democracy. As the attention of congregations and
religious organizations is on sacred texts and liturgy, they are less likely to put their faith in
human institutions to “heal the world” and more faith in the power of love and compassion,
smaller acts, to make a difference. Different view of past, different view of future, and different
view of human institutions. In addition, faith communities have a different relationship to the
future. Theologian Reinhold Niebuhr writes, “The New Testament does not envisage a simple
triumph of good over evil in history. It sees human history involved in the contradictions of sin
to the end.”*® The same might be said of finding alternatives to fossil fuels or to the insolubility
of water shortages in urban populations located in arid or semi-arid regions. Congregations and
religious organizations differ from other voluntary organizations in that they are aware of human
frailty, and are willing to make room for “learning in public,” which will be necessary for
solving the most complex problems, and facing very difficult moral questions.*” Also,
congregations may have a different sense of hope as they may recognize the difference between

the world as it is against the world as it could be, which is a major theme of the biblical

45 Robin W. Lovin, An Introduction to Christian Ethics: Goals, Duties, and Virtues (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
2011), 234-236.

46 Reinhold Niebuhr, The Essential Reinhold Niebuhr: Selected Essays and Addresses, edited and introduced by
Robert MacAfee Brown (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1986), 113.

47 By learning in public, [ mean being willing to learn collaboratively and being willing to make mistakes.
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narratives. Indeed, Jewish and Christian congregations and religious organizations may have a
different understanding of hope due to how it is represented in the biblical texts. In Hebrew, hope
is not a wish, it is “waiting for” (vakal) or expectation (gavah), or waiting with a sense of
anticipation. Hence, rather than wishing for a new creation characterized by peace and justice,
Christian faith communities wait in expectation that a new creation is to come, as promised.

Further, congregations may be more comfort with complexity, uncertainty and even
mystery. Many congregations have a willingness to wrestle with ultimate questions (what Tillich
calls “question of ultimate concern.”). Also, they are able to think collectively, and are effective
in creating consensus. Congregations tend to have a transcendent vision of what is more than just
“me and mine,” that is they look beyond their immediate struggles and times.*® Congregations
may value non-transactional relationships more than other institutions, such as businesses or
governments, and also be more comfortable with the idea of sacrifice as an act of love rather than
abstinence or deprivation. However, shortcomings of congregations and religious organizations
are that many religious communities, even denominations and theologies, have become
comfortable with power and wealth. Additionally, there is a long-standing tradition of anti-
intellectualism in some quarters and an anti-scientific bias. Lastly, a focus on soteriology and
eschatology to the detriment of the suffering that is happening now, and the greater suffering that
will occur in the future.

In summation, while not all congregations and religious organizations are as well
resources as others, or exhibit all of the strengths and gifts that I’'ve described above equally, as

compared to similar social groups, they are more likely to have key characteristics of

48 Max Oelschlaeger, Care for Creation: An Ecumenical Approach to the Environmental Crisis (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1994), 12—15, 4041, 49; and Anna Peterson, Being Human, 6.
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communities that make lasting social change. Techno-sociologist Zeynep Tufekci states that key
elements in successful social movements are: they able to think together collectively; they are
able to develop a bold vision and take strong position on their issue; they create consensus within
and without; and they are able to be strategic, can figure out political steps and leverage
political/social power.*’

Conclusion
In this chapter, I have reviewed the context of ecotheology so that the reader may understand the

diversity and somewhat fragmented landscape into which water-focused ecotheology is
emerging. | have introduced Kearns’s typology as a means of understanding the broad scope of
ecotheology, and to discern the theological, sociological, and epistemological constructs
embedded within their ecological assertions and commitments. I have also discussed where
water-focused ecotheology fits within the larger field. I also introduce the work of culture as
toolkit theory and social practice theory, and explain that an understanding of social change that
is based in older ideas of “ends” is inadequate. To more effectively understand and then make
change, ecotheological Christian communities must see that change is shaped and constrained by
meaning in a recursive process. Lastly, I have discussed the distinct strengths and skills of
ecotheological Christians that make them well-suited advocates for water protection,
conservation, and restoration. Having discuss the context into which water-focused ecotheology
is emerging and how social practice theory more accurately accounts for how social change
might be influenced by culture, I will move to a discussion in the next chapter of Christian
communities engaging in water-focused ecotheology, and therefore participating in education,

advocacy, and direct conservation, preservation or restoration projects.

49 Zeynep Tufekei, Twitter and Teargas (Yale University Press, 2017), 115-130.
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I believe it is especially useful to talk about water in terms of theology. Theology is exactly
the human discipline that brings questions of value and the possibility of sacredness into
conversation with more mundane parts of our lives. Further, theology engages the intellect in the
exploration of meaning and value. Its goal, at its best, is to give an account of what is in us, to
make us more intelligible to ourselves and to others, precisely on the subjects that are hardest to
talk about, that is, what people value.

— Martha Franks!

Introduction
Having examined in chapter three the varied, complex context into which water-focused

ecotheology and advocacy are emerging and that there is a need for better theories of social
change that may more accurately predict what responses lead to transformation of water
practices, the next task is to discuss communities engaged in water-focused ecotheology. For
several years, I had hypothesized that a branch of water-focused ecotheology would emerge as
water was such an important yet overlooked ecological issue. In addition, I had thought that
congregations and religious environmental movement organizations (REMOs) would have
distinctive contributions to offer in addressing water problems. As I stated in chapter three, I
agreed with scholars such as Walter Rauschenbusch, Lynn White, Jr., and John B. Cobb, Jr. who
saw that “the hydraulic force of religion” was especially relevant to environmental issues, and
that religious communities had distinctive contributions to make.2 Yet, it was Martha Franks, an
attorney with a specialty in water law in the Southwestern United States, who made clear to me
one of the most important contributions that theological reflection could give to water-focused

environmental work. Franks’s words, with which I began this chapter, express well the tension

! Martha C. Franks, “Water, Theology, and the New Mexico Water Code,” National Resources Journal 48
(2008), 229

2 Walter Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press,
1991), 6.
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for water-focused ecotheologies and also for REMOs. It is the intersection of the mundane and
the possibility of sacredness that is perhaps the most difficult gap to bridge. Franks words speak
to the core difficulty for REMOs: how do we explore the meaning and value of what is
simultaneously taken-for-granted and sine qua non, and what has been constructed as humble
and ordinary but is nothing of the sort. Addressing water problems is especially difficult in
contemporary Euro-western culture where we are allergic to complexity and uncertainty.
Alongside Rauschenbusch’s faith in the transformational power of religious communities,
and Franks affirmation of the usefulness of theology to water problems, I have also juxtaposed
Walter Brueggemann’s contention that one of the central tasks of the prophet is a radical
criticism and dismantling of the explanatory schemes of the dominant culture.? In the biblical
tradition, the prophets looked at the world from a different angle, and therefore they were able to
see what their community could not. Thus, prophets are able to say that the reality of world is not
accounted for by the explanatory schemes of the dominant culture, and by doing so, the prophets
begin to dismantle the power structures that make and sustain the explanatory schemes. Social
constructions can be explanatory schemes, especially when they are constructs that we think
with. From reading the literature in the fields of ecotheology, environmental history,
environmental philosophy, and political ecology, I was aware that the social construction of
nature was problematic yet few outside the academy were conscious of it. Therefore, I
anticipated that members of water-focused communities might be hampered by the nature that
they think with. However, I had not understood that social constructions of human nature were

connected both to how nature was constructed and how social change was theorized. Reading the

3 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 2" edition (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), 9-14. This is an
assertation that Brueggemann has made in many other texts, lectures, interviews, and sermons.
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work of Laurel Kearns, Anna Peterson, and Kate Soper, among others, put me on the path to
better understanding that how ecotheology and REMOs understand social movements and social
transformation needed to be addressed. Lastly, not surprisingly, I underestimated the complexity
of water, and how dominant the material, asocial constructions of water are. Therefore, like the
prophets of the biblical tradition, the water scholars identifying that the water that we think with
is not water is a disruptive act that initiates reconstruction of water constructs. Having researched
widely, I am all the more aware of the difficult of bridging the gap between what Brueggemann
calls the explanatory schemes, ecotheology calls worldviews, and others call social
constructions, and the awareness of them in the secular or religious environmental movements.
As I have previously stated, a central task of ecotheology is to make visible and
intelligible what we do not see but which governs how we think and shapes our everyday
practices. As such, I have looked back to assess the field of REMOs in light of my understanding
of the water literature, political ecology and environmental ethics, and theories of social change.
I have looked at many communities who have taken on water education, advocacy, and direct
conservation, preservation or restoration projects as part of their religious praxis. This chapter
discusses some of my findings. My intention is not to offer criticism or praise of any particular
community but rather by contrasting them with each other, and with insights from water studies
as well as my model of reimagining water, to identify more paths forward for them to become a
“hydraulic force” for conservation, preservation or restoration of water. My findings were that
REMOs do have distinctive contribution. However, there is a limited awareness of that their
models of social change are contested. A related problem is that they are unaware that the

understanding of human nature that their social change model is premised upon is a construct.
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Additionally, they have a limited awareness of the social construction of nature, water, and
water-human relations.

This chapter is organized into three sections. In the first section, I discuss the wide
variety of religious communities participating in water-focused environmental reflection and
activism, and therefore engaged in education, advocacy, and direct conservation, preservation or
restoration projects. Things that I will distinguish about water-focused Christian communities
are: institutional ties to other religious communities and to the secular world, institutional depth,
leadership role (grassroots versus grass-tops), and spheres of engagement (local, national,
international). In my discussion, I will use the categories of Lauren Kearns’s typology, which I
discussed in the previous chapter. Kearns’s typology is triple-axis analytic tool for examining
religious environmental movement organizations (REMOs) from the perspective of theology,
sociology, and epistemology. However, I will amend Kearns’s typology in light of the literature
from water studies and practice theory. In the second section, I examine how water-focused
REMOs understand and articulate water, and how this reveals a gap between how they
understand water materially and theologically. In the third section, I will examine two
communities in detail: WaterSpirit and Interfaith Partnership for the Chesapeake (IPC). I have
picked them because they are most representative of the religious communities that have been
working on water in the past decade. WaterSpirit is a small, grassroots REMO, and IPC is a
hybrid of grassroots and grass-tops REMO. Again, I will use an amended form of Kearns’s
typology in my discussion. My purpose is to bring attention to the variety of approaches among
water-focused ecotheology and REMOs, and to patterns that have emerged. However, I will also
introduce three categories of my own, which examine the community’s prevailing primary and

secondary constructs of water and their constructs of water-human relations. Thus, I offer a triple
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axis examination of water-focused REMOs. My purpose in this examination is to make visible
and decodable what the two community’s social constructions of water and water-human
relations are.

The Varieties of Experience—Water-focused Ecotheological Christians
In 2004, I was introduced to members of the Pilgrim Place retirement community, and their

innovative water conservation project.* The project leaders told me that the project had emerged
as a small group of residents, called the Environmental Working Group, had become interested
in ecotheology. They had been inspired to mount an ecotheological conservation project by their
fellow resident and pioneer in ecotheology, John B. Cobb. They asked Cobb to give a lecture to
their group. During this event, a particular statement of his galvanized them, which was: “Very
few communities and institutions consciously shape themselves for the benefit of the earth. Yet
many of the changes that are needed can only be made by collective action based on shared
reflection.” Cobb was speaking to the quite strengths of that are often found among
congregations and REMOs that I discussed in chapter three. While small, the Pilgrim Place
Environmental Working Group possessed institutional depth and convocational skills. The
Environmental Working Group determined that their Christian faith and their commitment to
environmental stewardship meant taking direct action. With Cobb’s encouragement, the
community resolved to launch a community-wide project that would be a significant
contribution, as both an end in itself as well as being a model for local community members in

Claremont and even Southern California. The group asked itself what were the most important

4 Pilgrim Place is a small retirement community for former missionaries, church administrators, professors, and
pastors located in Claremont, California. Residents are predominantly, but not exclusively, mainline Protestant and
most would identify themselves as being Eco-Justice oriented.

5 John B. Cobb, Jr., “Ecology/Concerns: Becoming a Part of the Solution,” (Lecture, cPilgrim Place, Claremont, CA,
February 28, 2001).
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local ecological problems that their community could work collectively to mitigate or reverse,
and they determined that freshwater shortages and pollution were acute local problems. In
addition, the small group learned that the Pilgrim Place campus, which consisted primarily of
small, older bungalow homes located on a thirty-four-acre campus, had indoor and outdoor
plumbing that was water-intensive.

Thus, the community challenged itself to an ambitious conservation project: to reduce the
community’s water consumption. As they learned about the freshwater shortages around the
globe and other water crises, they felt that their habits of consumptive water use were no longer
compatible their long-held value of the natural world and their emerging understanding of
ecotheology. The primary goal of their conservation project was to better care for “the water that
was a part of God’s creation.” Hence, Pilgrim Place challenged itself to lower the community’s
water consumption by fifty percent within five years, and they reached their goal within four
years. What is remarkable from the perspective of water-focused ecotheology is that Pilgrim
Place had initiated the project as a way to live out their ecotheology through questioning and
revising their water practices, and therefore shifted their role in the larger community from being
water consumers to water conservers. Pilgrim Place changed how they understood water-use
practices. Their experience of the flows of water through their homes had been dematerialized,
deracinated and disenchanted. The water that they so appreciated as God’s good gift had been
transfigured when it entered their dwellings, and had become a non-salient, presumed function of

the homes being connected to the built water system. They reconnected the water that flowed

® Many of the bungalows had five-gallon water tanks, rather than the (then) standard of three and a half (3.5) gallons
required by the building code. A majority of the homes and common buildings had irrigation systems that were on
timers. However, residents with irrigation systems on timers tended to water their garden and lawn during the day,
which led to water loss from evaporation.
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from their taps with the upstream rivers and snowmelt of their larger water system, which they
were well aware of as being imperiled. They also recognized the connections between the built
water system and water as one of the elements of God’s creation and therefore that water should
be conserved and protected through stewardship and conservation.

After learning about Pilgrim Place’s water conservation project and changed
understanding of water, I began to wonder if a more specialized form of ecotheology might
emerge. | hypothesized that it was highly likely because I knew that water shortages, pollution,
and economic access to water were increasingly problems in the Southwestern and southern
United States as well as globally. In addition, water is a central symbol of Christian life.” The
Hebrew Bible is full of references to the arid landscape of the Ancient Near East, and freshwater
is a symbol of God’s love and grace. The biblical authors are well aware that, unlike the
Egyptians who could depend upon the reliable floods of the Nile, the Israelites were absolutely
dependent on the gift of rainwater and the scarce freshwater springs. It is perhaps due to the
unreliable nature of the region’s water that water became a symbol of the covenant between God
and Israel. In the New Testament, water is a symbol of new life (baptism) and of eternal life
(living water). Further, I was aware that grassroots community organizations, like congregations,
are often where ecological conservation and restoration begins. Physical projects, like watershed
restoration or urban stormwater management, are more than individuals can take on but such

projects are within the reach of congregations.

7 Sean McDonagh, Dying for Water (Dublin, Veritas Publications, 2003), 13.
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IN THE ACADEMY
I began to look for other Christian leaders and communities who were focusing on water within

the context of ecotheology, and discovered several.® Being a theologian, I first looked to
theologians but found few. In 2003, Sean McDonagh wrote Dying for Water in which he argued
that responding to the world’s water crisis must been seen as central to the Christian pastoral
mission. McDonagh asserted that “Working to protect water and make sure that it is available
freely to every on the planet is following in the way of Jesus in our world today.” In 2007, Gary
Chamberlain wrote Troubled Waters, which focused on major religions and their ethical
responses to the emerging water crisis. In 2008, an edited volume, Deep Blue: Critical
Reflections on Nature, Religion and Water, was published; its authors, which I am one of,
explored the many intersections of water and religion, yet the volume does not offer much
material on praxis.!® In 2013, Richard Hughes wrote Religion, Law, and the Present Water
Crisis, which explores water as a religious symbol and asserts a right to water based on the legal
and philosophical tradition of human rights. In 2015, Christiana Peppard wrote Just Water,
which is a response grounded in Christian Ethics and Catholic Social Teaching.

DENOMINATIONS AND PARA-CHURCH ORGANIZATIONS
At the same time, I looked to denominational leadership, ecumenical organizations, and

para-church organizations. One of the first voices on water and ecotheology was Ecumenical

Patriarch Bartholomew, the head of the Eastern Orthodox Church and therefore the spiritual

8 I have exclude many faith-based water initiatives from my definition of water-focused ecotheology. For example,
H:O for Life, Healing Waters International, Living Water International, The Water Project, Water to Thrive, and
The Last Well. These organizations are primarily organized to bring freshwater supply and water sanitation systems
to underdeveloped, primarily rural communities. These organizations are focused on human well-being rather than
on addressing water as an ecological or eco-justice issue.

® McDonagh, Dying for Water,102.

10 Sylvie Shaw and Andrew Francis, Deep Blue: Critical Reflections on Nature, Religion and Water (Routledge,
2008).
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leader of 300 million Orthodox Christians worldwide.!! In 1995, the Patriarch Bartholomew
hosted a theological symposium on “Revelation and the Environment.” In 1997, for the second
symposium, and for each of the six subsequent symposia, the Patriarch took as the theme a body
of water and its most pressing ecological aspects.!? Other Christian leadership bodies also
advocated for the importance of protection of waterscapes as a spiritual practice.!® In 2001, the
Catholic bishops of the Pacific Northwest issued a pastoral letter on the Columbia River, asking
communities to care for the 1,200—mile waterway. The bishops cited Scripture passages in which
humans are called to be caretakers of the Earth. In 2005-2006, the World Council of Churches
formed the Ecumenical Water Network in order to educate and advocate for water protection,
restoration, and conservation from an ecotheological stance.!'*

Also in 2006, the United Church of Christ (USA) produced the documentary film
“Troubled Waters,” which was hosted by Lynn Redgrave and was broadcast by the ABC
network in major US cities. “Troubled Waters” explores the critical issues of water shortage
through the lens of faith and from the perspective of people in Bolivia, Malawi, the Middle east
and the United States who struggle daily to find access to clean, safe water. The United Church

of Christ partnered with the National Council of Churches to produce the documentary.

! There were other voices, such as in 1988, the National Council of Churches releases statement during Louisiana
Toxics March, saying clean water is a gift from God. However, the Patriarch has sustained a focus on water for over
two decades.

12 The topics of the symposia have been: “Revelation and the Environment,” 1995; the Black Sea, 1997; the Danube
River (1999); the Adriatic Sea (2002); the Baltic Sea (2003); the Amazon (2006), the Arctic (2007), and the
Mississippi River (2009).

13 Patriarch Bartholomew has continued his work, through subsequent symposia and writing, and represents one of
the strongest voices in water-focused ecotheology.

14 Susan Kimand Maike Gorsboth, eds. Ripples in the Water: Success Stories of Churches Striving for Water Justice
(Geneva, Switzerland: World Council of Churches Publications, 2015).
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CONGREGATIONS
Similarly, I looked for congregations working on water and ecotheology. I took to heart

ecotheologian and ethicists Anna Peterson’s statement, “Studies show the efforts at social change
are most likely to succeed when they are rooted in already existing networks such as
neighborhoods, workplaces, schools, or religious congregations and when they make explicit the
connections between local problems and larger structures.”> After 2005, I saw more
congregations giving attention to water issues, possible galvanized by growing media coverage
of water issues or perhaps due to well covered water issues. Another burst of activism came
around 2010, when natural gas fracking in the Appalachian region became wide-spread.!® By
2011, the news media was reporting on the impacts to the watershed and a crisis for many
people’s drinking water. However, it may have also been that some of the increasing water-
advocacy may have evolved from secular environmental groups.!” Certainly, regional droughts,
such as the 2011-2017 California drought, raised awareness of water issues. Many congregations
began learning about increasing water shortages on the local, regional, and global scale. Some
congregations began to include messages of respect and conservation for water during worship,
and some congregations began to speak of water stewardship alongside other ecotheological
concerns, such as climate change, habitat restoration, green buildings, farm and food, and
environmental health. Some congregations undertook programs to conserve freshwater, or to
protect and restore waterscapes. In 1996, St. Andrew’s Presbyterian (Portland, OR) initiated a

creek restoration project for the stream that runs along their property, which is a tributary of the

15 Anna L. Peterson, Everyday Ethics and Social Change, 10.

16 The Marcellus Shale deposit was discovered in 2004. Hydrofracking drilling is a common technique used to
extract natural gas trapped within the shale.

17 Michael Fincham, “The Third Wave: The Environmental Movement Reaches the Chesapeake,” Chesapeake
Quarterly, October 2016, www.chesapeakequarterly.net/V15N3/main2/.
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Fanno Creek system.!® In 2003, St. Andrew’s Presbyterian formed a partnership with the City of
Portland, Oregon and partnered with Portland Bureau of Environmental Services and the city of
Portland to retrofit the church’s 65,000 square foot parking lot to better manage stormwater
runoff. In 2000, led by members of St. Mark’s Cathedral, ten Seattle area congregations
participated in a salmon habitat restoration project at a superfund site on the Duwamish River.!”
In 2004, St. Philip Neri Parish (Portland, OR) also initiated a parking lot stormwater retrofit
program. In addition, First Presbyterian Church (Kirkwood, MO) held cleanups of stormwater
creeks, beautifying the waters, improving wildlife habitat, and promoting public health.2° The
Catholic Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux, Louisiana has worked to prevent erosion of fertile
wetlands and loss of marine livelihood to over-development.?! Some Catholic communities of
men and women religious took on larger scale education and advocacy work, such as WaterSpirit
(1998).

COALITIONS OF CONGREGATIONS AND REMOS
In addition, congregations in many faiths organized coalitions and REMOs to protect and

advocate for water. Examples include EarthMinistry (1992), Religious Along the River (ROAR)
(1996), and Religious on Water (ROW) (1999).22 In 2003, National Catholic Rural Life
(NCRLC) had a conference on water.?? In 2006, the Chesapeake Covenant Congregations

founded in Annapolis, based on the work of two congregations, which was reorganized in 2010

18 Interfaith Network for Environmental Concerns—Ecumenical Ministries of Oregon, “Congregations Caring for
Watersheds and Wildlife Case Study: St. Andrew’s Presbyterian,” June 2011. Downloaded August 28, 2012.

19 The Duwamish River is the name of the lower twelve miles of Washington state’s Green River. Much of its
watercourse is now heavily industrialized, and its final five miles has been a superfund site since the 1970s.

20 “Stream Clean-up Report,” Kirkwood Pres (Newsletter of First Presbyterian, Kirkwood, MO) XXVII, no. 6 (June
2008), www.kirkwoodpres.org.

21 “Stewardship Stories,” Nation Religious Partnership for the Environment, accessed December 16, 2014,
http://www.nrpe.org/stewardship-stories.html.

22 “History | Earth Ministry,” Earth Ministry website, October 10, 2019, https://earthministry.org/about/mission-and-
history/.

23 “History—Catholic Rural Life,” Catholic Rural Life, April 2020, www.catholicrurallife.org/about/history/.
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as the Interfaith Partners for the Chesapeake.?* In 2008, the Sisters of the Holy Name of Jesus
and Mary announce a corporate stance on water, which opposes bottled water.?> In 2012, the
Washington City Church of the Brethren (Washington, DC) installed a 650 gallon cistern to
capture rainwater runoff, which protects local rivers from pollution and reduces irrigation water
use.?® Other congregations, such as Capitol Hill United Methodist Church (Washington, DC) and
Metropolitan Memorial United Methodist Church (Washington, DC), partnered with Anacostia
RiverKeeper, which is a local branch of the secular environmental movement organization
RiverKeeper, to take on many similar watershed protection projects. In 2016, Trinity Wall Street
(New York, NY) in partnership with three other Anglican cathedral-churches organized global
partnership and Trinity Wall Street hosted conference.?’

Overview of the Engagement of Water-Focused Christian Communities
By 2012, it was clear that a great variety of water-focused congregations and REMOs, as

well as coalitions of each, were emerging.?® In contrasting the literature of water scholars with
the literature of REMOs (some self-reporting and some reporting by media outlets), I recognized
that the communities were clearly strong in convocational skills and many had strong intuitional
advantages, such as media attention to be an unexpected validator of environmental values.
However, I also noticed that there were divergences between how they spoke of water

ecologically and theologically, which was true of how they spoke of nature as well. Ecologically,

24 Fincham, “The Third Wave,” Chesapeake Quarterly, October 2016, www.chesapeakequarterly.net/V15N3/main2/.
25 “Corporate Stands | Sisters of the Holy Names,” Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary, U.S.-Ontario
Province website, August 16, 2012, www.snjmusontario.org/what-we-do/justice/corporate-stands/.

26 Dottie Yunger, “‘Rev. Riverkeeper’: One Minister’s Effort to Keep the Anacostia River ‘Baptizable,
Sojourners, November 2013.

27 “T12017 Home | Trinity Church,” Trinity Institute (Trinity Church Wall Street) website, May 25, 2017,
www.trinitywallstreet.org/trinity-institute/2017/home. This conference website has video clips of several of the
presentations and lectures of Trinity Institute’s Water Justice conference. As of April 10, 2020, the video clips
remain available.

28 Derek Simon, “Vulnerable Waters, Anti-fracking Solidarities, and Blue Theologies: Toward a New Brunswick
Case Study Between the Global and the Local,” Journal of New Brunswick Studies, 7, no. 2 (2016): 99.

999
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water was described as material object that was both a public and humanitarian good but,
theologically, water was described as a scared gift or as being sacred itself. In addition, many of
what Kearns calls “Proscribed Responses” that were identified by members of water-focused
communities focused on technoscientific approaches, ends-based behavioral change approaches,
or public education campaigns. This signified to me that the understanding of social change in
the communities was based in conventional models of social change. I came to wonder what
theological discernments and sociological understandings might hamper REMOs most and what
might most help them. I realized that using Kearns’s typology to analyze the theological,
sociological, and epistemological constructs of the communities would better reveal how
congregations and REMOs understood water as a material and spiritual entity, and how such
understandings were connected with their prescribed response to water problems.

How Do Water-Focused REMOs Understand and Articulate Water
The dynamic between academic ecotheology and the spiritual practice and activism of people in

the pews can be difficult in the sense of how much do they influence each other. In reading
ecotheological texts, I have wondered how much of it “makes it out of the academy.” I have been
pleased to find that in the past five years more and more people I speak with in religious
communities are familiar with ecotheology, and the conversations are becoming more
theologically sophisticated. Yet, in most religious communities there is abiding tension between
the spiritual and the practical, both for the fiscal realities of many congregations and religious
organizations and also within the lives of religious individuals. In many congregations, hard
realities of modern life seem to leave little room for environmental activism or greener living.
Nevertheless, ecotheology is part of the tradition of practical theology, and therefore should be a

dialog partner with lived theological praxis.
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Below, I will briefly discuss three characteristics that I recognize as common among
water-focused REMOs. They are: primary sense of water, spiritual sense of water, and primary
action for water-activism. For primary sense of water, I examined what sense the water-focused
communities primarily assumed (what was their primary water construct). Most of the
congregations and REMOs had a construct of water as a material and exogenous. This was true
of the congregations working to protect streams, rivers, and oceans (material water) as much as
those working on stormwater mitigation or conservation of urban water use. I have concluded
that few congregations and REMOs distinguish between water as a material substance and a
socio-natural substance, or even between urban water as freshwater that moves through a water
system versus freshwater in rivers or saltwater in the oceans.? The second category of the
spiritual construct of water is likewise nebulous. Some congregations had clearly discerned their
theological position that water had a spiritual value and could even point to scriptural sources
that explicitly described water as a divine give or as blessed by God. Yet when asked if tapwater,
irrigation water, saltwater, or wastewater was sacred, difficult arose.?® Most often, the idea of
water as a material object was named as sacred or a sacred gift but the congregations and
REMOs had not challenged themselves to go past the broadest conceptual sense of water. As
with the larger population, an understanding of water as more than a material substance is
unusual but emerging. The third category is equally interesting as most of the congregations and

REMOs, while advocating for specific forms of water, were ambiguous in how they understood

21 discussed the term socio-natural, in chapters one and two. Socio-natural denotes how nature and culture are
interrelated, and therefore analysis of one should not occur without taking the other into serious consideration. Put
another way, water is socio-natural because water and culture each make and are remade by the other. Some water
scholars prefer the term hydrosocial.

30 This point is based on interviews with individuals who were leaders of congregations and religious organizations,
who also relayed what they believed to be the consensus belief of their communities.

PAGE 133



Chapter Four—Communities Engaged in Water-focused Ecotheology

the relation between water and humanity. When water was identified as a river, wetland, aquifer,
lake, or ocean, the relationship was that of a subject to a subject, and water understood as having
intrinsic value. When water was identified as tapwater, irrigation water, saltwater, or wastewater,
the relationship was that of subject-object, and water was understood as having instrumental
value or no value. Examining the primary sense of water in comparison to the community’s
“Image of Nature” (social construction of nature) was equally interesting. The leaders or
community members of the water-focused Christian communities that I spoke with reported
similar constructions of nature. Interestingly, many were quicker to say that nature was sacred
that were prepared to say that water was sacred. Likewise, they reported similar social
constructions of the relationship between nature and humanity. As the number of water-focused
congregations and REMOs that I was able to interview was small, I cannot at this time draw
more than cursory conclusions. My intention in detailing the above is to account for patters that I
saw between 2011 and 2015, and is one of the primary reasons that I turned to the literature of
political ecology and water studies to better understand how water is socially constructed and
what the connections between social constructions and everyday practices are.

As may be seen in this overview of the water-focused communities, there is a variety of
organization, program focus, prescribed response, social construction of water and nature, and
water-human relations. Some communities initiate water projects as part of a larger ecological
vision, while others chose to focus exclusive on water protection and conservation. From
surveying a wide range of water-focused ecotheological communities, it becomes evident that
some communities dive into water deeply, and in doing so, they bring about new understandings
of the intersections of water, ecology, and faith. However, while I initially hypothesized that

what might emerge was a new branch of ecotheology, I would hesitate to do so now. This is for
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several reasons. First, I would affirmatively state that what has emerged within religious
environmental communities focused on water is distinct from the advocacy that has existed in
secular ecological communities advocate, and, as I will discuss in the next section, REMOs are
not simply a faith-based version of the secular water-focused environmental moment. However,
there is a gap between a community being conscious of water issues and begin water aware or
literature, which is to a sense of water as more than material and being able to decode the
dominate social constructions of water as utilitarian or aesthetically pleasing material object.

99 ¢

Many communities make statements such as “water is justice,” “water is a human right,” or
“water is sacred” but do not articular why, and perhaps cannot yet. Clearly, they have a sense of
water as more than material but have not yet developed the “seeing or listening.” To do so, they
will need to create new methodological tools for analysis and reconstruction of the dominant

Euro-western water constructs.

Discerning Water-focused Ecotheology
In his book To Care for Creation, Stephen Ellingson argues that REMOs are distinct from

secular environmental organizations because REMOs aver that faith and environmentalism are
compatible, and moreover REMOs exhort people of faith to bring environmental activism into
the center of their religious life. Ellingson writes, “REMOs aim to persuade their regions
audiences that they can only be fully and authentically religious if they integrate
environmentalism into the very fabric of their religious lives.”! This is an important distinction
for all religions individuals who are engaged in ecological activism, as well as for water-focused
ecotheological Christians. In 2006 and 2008, I interview Paul Christensen and Dean

Freudenberger, the leaders of the Pilgrim Place water conservation project. I asked them if the

3! Stephen Ellingson, To Care for Creation: The Emergence of the Religious Environmental Movement (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2016), 153.
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project represented a new turn in ecotheology. They answered