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Introduction

Hussein Solomon

Looking back on the latter half of the twentieth century, one can clearly
discern that the politics of ideology largely determined the extent, magnitude
and nature of conflicts. In this way, Cold War security specialists developed a
plethora of terms: mutually assured destruction (MAD), flexible response,
credible deterrence and the like, in order to come to terms with their 
conflict-ridden world. Despite the fact that such terminology was used in an
all-encompassing manner, and that the titanic struggle between the USA and
the USSR was waged on almost every continent, the truth is that from the
perspective of the ordinary people in the South, this ideological struggle was
rather abstract in relation to their daily struggle for survival. Put simply, 
the possibility of famine or communal violence for the peasant farmer 
in Kathmandu or Kampala was far more real than the threat of a global 
thermonuclear war. Thus, the strategic discourse of the twentieth century,
though coached in global terms, really reflected the strategic concerns and
imperatives of the dominant states in the global order.

With the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, and the collapse of
the Soviet Union, the security discourse rapidly changed and broadened.
People, as opposed to states, were regarded as the primary referents of 
security. This necessitated broadening the security agenda to include non-
military security threats, such as narco-trafficking, AIDS, and environmental
degradation. This new security discourse has been labelled human security
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debates of International Relations theory. Secondly, there was the realisation

that, in large measure, the subject matter was approached ahistorically. We

believe Richard Meissner’s excellent study on the hydropolitics of the

Kunene River does very well in correcting this point. The Kunene River is

shared by Namibia and Angola, and his discussion falls within the context of

the evolving international relations between these two countries. It was also

felt that whilst the focus is on Southern Africa, it is imperative to learn how

our brothers and sisters in other parts of the continent are coping with the

same problem. Hence, the inclusion of Marie-Thérèse Sarch’s paper on Lake

Chad, which we felt would lend a comparative perspective to the study.

Finally, an urgent need was expressed for a structured framework for future

research within a regional context. This is discussed in Anthony Turton’s

concluding chapter.

On behalf of ACCORD, I would like to thank Dr. Bertrand Charrier and

Fiona Curtin of Green Cross International for the financial assistance, without

which both the conference and this publication would not have been possible.

I would also like to take this opportunity to thank my co-editor, Anthony

Turton, whose vision and drive made this project possible.

Notes
1 Turton, A., 1999, Water and Conflict in an African Context, Conflict Trends, No.5,

December 1999, South Africa: ACCORD.

2 Hudson, H., 1996, Resource Based Conflict: Water (in)security and its Strategic

Implications, in Solomon, H., (ed), Sink or Swim? Water Resource Security and State 
Co-operation, ISS Monograph Series No.6, Halfway House, South Africa: Institute for

Defence Studies.
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and has been defined by the Bonn Declaration as ‘... an absence of threat to

human life, lifestyle or culture’. This new, more inclusive definition of secu-

rity was a better ‘conceptual fit’ to the stark realities faced by developing

countries and their populations. 

Of course, the changes in the theoretical discourse reflected the tectonic

shifts in the post-Cold War global security landscape. Freed from the strait-

jacket of global bipolarity, international politics is following a more turbulent

trajectory. Nowhere is the saliency of this observation more clearly reflected

than in the area of resource-based conflict. One such potential conflict area is

scarce fresh water resources. That this is so, is hardly surprising. Within the

context of the developing world, water availability determines the sustain-

ability of economic development. According to Anthony Turton,1 even in

countries where the industrial sector is weak, water consumption in the agri-

cultural sector can be as much as 80%. Thus, within the context of the South,

water security does not simply translate into economic development, but also

food security, and the very survival of states and their citizens. Under these

circumstances, it is hardly surprising that the World Commission on the

Environment and Development (WCED) has concluded that such resource

conflicts ‘... are likely to increase as the resources become scarcer and

competition over them increases’.2 It has been estimated that more than 1,7

billion people, spread over 80 countries, are suffering water shortages.

Evidence also suggest that such water shortages, and conflicts over water, will

intensify during the coming years. 

This, then, was the backdrop which saw the African Centre for the

Constructive Resolution of Disputes (ACCORD), the African Water Issues

Research Unit (AWIRU) at the Centre for International Political Studies, the

University of Pretoria and Green Cross International jointly hosting a confer-

ence at the University of Pretoria on 24 February 2000. The theme of the

conference was ‘Water and Conflict in Southern Africa’. Papers from this

conference found their way into a book entitled Water for Peace in the 
Middle East and Southern Africa. The book was published by Green Cross

International and was distributed at the Second World Water Forum, which

took place at The Hague on 20 March 2000. 

Whilst this compilation also owes its origins to the 24 February confer-

ence, the editors decided to critically review the contributions and realised

some shortcomings. The first of these related to the lack of a clear theoretical

focus, and this resulted in us including a chapter by Professor Anton du

Plessis, which firmly grounds the water and security nexus within the wider

Charting the Course of the Water
Discourse through the Fog of
International Relations Theory

Anton du Plessis

Introduction

Apart from being part of life, water is as old as life itself. Through the ages

humankind has always demonstrated an acute awareness of the significance

of water. However, in a world preoccupied with traditional security concerns

of a ‘high-politics’ nature, water has, on rare occasions, become the focal

point of international relations. The ending of the Cold War, however, intro-

duced a sea change by precipitating the (re)emergence of the so-called water

discourse as a distinct and highly topical field of practical and scholarly

concern. The fluid (and often turbulent and opaque) nature of water vividly

depicts the way in which it is currently being addressed as a common ‘issue-

field’, at the level of technocratic problem-solving, political rhetoric and

academic discourse. Furthermore, since it is impossible to limit the ramifica-

tions of water (more specifically water scarcity) to a particular functional

domain, the discourse extends to issues of economics, development, the envi-

ronment, security and human rights. Consequently, based on perceptions of
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they are neither scholars, nor theorists of international relations. On the other

hand, some scholars and analysts within the discipline are similarly unfamiliar

with international theory, or tend to address issues in an atheoretical or delib-

erately non-theoretical context. Hence, they declare no specific theoretical

position and often fail to produce analyses with distinctive international rela-

tions features. Those who do provide a theoretical framework – either

explicitly or implicitly – often do so with scant concern for the theoretical

positions they occupy or, to paraphrase Boucher (1998:6), justify their theory

in terms of its practical relevance, in keeping with the intensely practical

nature of the subject matter under discussion. After all, water is the issue of

immediate or practical concern, not international relations theory — or so it

appears.

Does this mean that the current water discourse is at sea when it comes

to theory? Obviously not. However, what has to be borne in mind is that the

superficial, shared concern with water at the operational level, as evidenced

by its manifestation as a non-common interest in pursuit of uncommon secu-

rity, has a divisive effect that transcends practice and penetrates the already

divided realm of international relations theory. Consequently, the passage

from practice to theory is not as smooth as may appear at first glance, and 

this has far-reaching implications. Two arguments suffice. Firstly, it is often

contended that the aim of the social sciences is merely to systematise and

formalise knowledge of the world (Ringmar 1997:284). From a positivist posi-

tion, theoretical explanations will be true to the extent that they accurately

reflect empirical reality. However, since the meaning of facts is not a factual

question but a (meta)theoretical one, theory gains in epistemological and

ontological significance. Hence, the notion that ‘there is nothing so practical

as a good theory’, attains new meaning (Neufeld 1994:12). Secondly, since

fields of study concerning commonly agreed upon subject matter are politi-

cally constructed, the limitations of particular theoretical constructs which

focus on the specified field should be carefully assessed (Cox & Sjolander

1994:4-5). 

Superficially, the water discourse appears to navigate an uncertain

course through international relations theory, and also seems unsure about

(dis)embarkation points and direction-finding beacons. Closer inspection,

however, reveals that the theoretical (dis)course can be charted by, firstly,

indicating the presence of theory in the water discourse; secondly, providing

an overview of the development of international relations theory; thirdly,

contextualising theory in the water discourse within the framework of
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water as a global common and a shared concern, and resulting from the 

interdependence of and interactions between international actors, water

complexes (and the complexities of water) have become an integral part of

contemporary world politics.

Given the topical and salient nature of water as a scarce resource in

southern and South Africa, it is not surprising that the past decade has seen a

deluge of conferences, publications, research projects and even research

institutions on water, all of which add substance to the discourse. Apart from

the technocratic studies and projects of an applied hydrological nature,

contributions have also emerged from the social and political sciences, and

the discipline of international relations in particular. Influenced by foreign

scholars such as Glieck (1993), Ohlsson (1995), Homer-Dixon (1994, 1996),

Okidi (1997), Percival (1997), Percival and Homer-Dixon (1998), Allan

(1999) and Fleming (1999), local contributions include those undertaken by

Hudson (1996), Solomon (1996), Van Wyk (1998), Meissner (1999) and

Turton (1999). These studies are mainly concerned with environmental secu-

rity, resource security, water (in)security, water scarcity, water conflict and

water cooperation, as well as the management of these issues at a policy level.

Apart from clarifying concepts and (axiomatically) subscribing to

particular theoretical tenets regarding water resources as an environmental,

developmental or security concern, the above do not self-consciously repre-

sent a distinct type of international relations theorising. Nor do they explicitly

contextualise the water discourse in a particular theoretical mode, and they

do not purposively construct a theory of water politics within the broader

ambit of any specified paradigm or theoretical framework of international

relations. Apart from Turton (1999), who comes close to the latter in a

predominantly positivist context, the most notable exception is the critique

levelled against the current water discourse by Swatuk and Vale (2000),

which represents a post-positivist, reflectivist mode of theorising. 

Does this state of affairs imply that the local water discourse is, for the

most part, devoid of theoretical substance, or that it does not represent a

particular type of theorising? No. On the contrary, the water discourse is

steeped in theory, albeit implicit or subliminal. However, owing to several

factors, it sheds little light on theory as such. On the one hand, most 

participants and stakeholders who enter from beyond the political field 

are unfamiliar with the broad contours of international relations theory.

Therefore, they tend to be importers of non-political theoretical constructs 

(a beneficial, interdisciplinary practice not to be frowned upon). After all,
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environmentalism and green politics. Environmentalism accepts the frame-

work of the existing political, social, economic and normative structures of

world politics, and seeks to ameliorate environmental problems within those

structures. Green politics regard these structures as the main origins of the

environmental crisis, and contend that they need to be challenged and tran-

scended (Paterson 1996:252). It is evident that transnational environmental

problems are currently occupying higher priority positions on agendas world-

wide, and they also focus public attention on assessing responsibility and

attribution.

Secondly, by definition this emphasis on the global ecology also involves

development, although this focus is less explicit. Global ecology writers

present a powerful set of arguments as to how development is inherently 

anti-ecological, because they show how development in practice undermines

sustainable practices. It takes control over resources from those living

sustainably in order to organise commodity production. It also empowers

experts with knowledge based on instrumental reason, and increases

inequality, which produces social conflicts (Paterson 1996:266). The major

concern lies not only with the need for and the importance placed on develop-

ment, but also with the fact that a particular paradigm of development could

entrench the power of the already powerful.

Thirdly, the water discourse is concerned with, and inextricably linked

to, the concept of security. This concern extends to environmental security in

general, and to water security in particular. This latter focus, and its collateral

theoretical conceptualisations, are forced upon the scene by specifically

linking the water discourse – in this publication – to the war/peace and

conflict/cooperation problematique, and by considering water to be a poten-

tial source or cause of (violent) conflict. This idea, although not new, has

become more widespread since the end of the Cold War. The result is the

emergence of a new strategic imperative expressed by the term ‘environ-

mental security’. This addresses the environmental factors behind potentially

violent conflicts, and the impact of global environmental degradation on the

well-being of societies and economies (Porter 1998:215). This development

is, in part, the result of the ‘new’ security paradigm that has broadened and

deepened the security agenda by including non-military (‘low-politics’)

threats, as well as non-state, security stakeholders at all levels of society.

Hence, it is also linked to the notion of common security, which has as its

foundation common interests that, at a minimum, requires a shared interest in

survival (Butfoy 1997:126). Irrespective of the fact that post-1989 security
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contending international relations theories; and finally, commenting on future

challenges and prospects. As such, this account serves two purposes. On the

one hand, it describes the theoretical landscape of international relations

within which the water discourse is situated as a sub-field. Hence, the

overview of international relations theories. On the other hand, it examines

the theoretical course of the water discourse through, and its impact on, this

landscape. Hence, the discussion of the theoretical dimensions of the water

discourse. It is contended that similar to most scientific undertakings in the

discipline, the water discourse is predominantly embedded in and representa-

tive of mainstream theorising of a positivist, explanatory and problem-solving

nature. Since competing conceptions are, with few exceptions, mostly under-

developed, marginalised or even silenced, there is a need and opportunity for

conciliatory, extra-paradigmatic theorising and bridge-building.

Theoretical focuses in the water discourse

This section provides a brief overview of the focuses of theory in the water

discourse as contextualised by this publication, inasmuch as they relate to

international relations theory. As a specific sector is concerned – namely the

water discourse – it is obvious that international relations theory as such, or

any explicit attempt to construct such a theory, is singularly absent. What is

at issue, are theoretical pointers in the water discourse and their relevance to

international relations theory. It is not the intention of this section to provide

examples of theory in the form of specific references and excerpts, or to

analyse such examples. Rather, the main focuses of theory are indicated.

These, and the manner in which they are dealt with, will then be related to

international relations theory.

Firstly, as a natural resource, water (and the water discourse) involves

the environment. Apart from the fact that all beings and social relations are

fundamentally embedded in ecological relationships, environmental issues

are at the centre of many of the world’s most pressing problems. The concept

of ecology, with its focus on the environment, and related ideas that 

humanity could collectively do large-scale damage to natural systems, dates

back to the nineteenth century. However, the latter part of the twentieth

century did see the (re)emergence of ecocentrism and ecocentric issues. As a

result, green politics or ecopolitics has emerged as a significant political

force in many countries. In this respect a distinction should be made between


