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WATER, CULTURE AND POWER: 
ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES FROM ‘DOWN UNDER’

What does water mean? Through time and across cultures, water has been 
encoded with core themes of meaning, most particularly as the substance of 
social and spiritual identity, and as a source of health, wealth and agency. 
These meanings flow into and are shaped by diverse cultural and temporal 
contexts, finding expression in particular institutional arrangements, 
social and religious activities, and everyday economic practices. As well 
as shaping people’s interactions with water, these themes of meaning form 
deep undercurrents in conflicts over the control of water resources.

This essay explores how the meanings of water are materialised in historic 
and contemporary ‘sacred sites.’  Drawing on ethnographic research in the 
UK and New Zealand, it considers an ancient well; a seventeenth-century 
garden; and a colonial park fountain. Such sites are an especially rich 
source of symbolic imagery, illustrating a reality that the control of key water 
places, and of water resources, is central to social, economic and political 
power. Observing that successive waves of invasion and appropriation 
have subsumed regimes of control at each site, the essay suggests that an 
understanding of the relationship between water, culture and power, and the 
ways in which this relationship is manifested, can be applied more generally, 
illuminating the tensions that continue to permeate the ownership, use and 
management of water. It concludes by considering how this approach might 
be applied, for example, to the diverse cultural and sub-cultural groups in 
Australia who are engaged in an increasingly intense contest for the control 
of water. 

The Meanings of Water1

Water issues in many countries around the world have become increasingly urgent. Finite 
freshwater resources are running out; over-abstraction, pollution and salination have led 

to multiple ecological crises; and many societies depend heavily upon economic practices that 
are clearly unsustainable.  As a result, there has been a rise in the number and intensity of 
conflicts over water.  However, the ownership and control of water has always been contested, 
not only because of its essentiality to all human activities, but also because of what it means. 
This essay considers the meanings of water, focusing in particular on the relationship between 
water, culture and power. It suggests that an understanding of this relationship can illuminate 
contemporary conflicts over water in diverse cultural contexts. 

Human worlds are saturated by meaning: every object created or used has meanings encoded 
in it, and these influence every interaction that people have with things and with each other. 
In general, it is easy to see that human-made artefacts are culturally meaningful: what is less 
readily appreciated (because of their categorisation as ‘natural’ as opposed to ‘cultural’) is 
that everything within the ‘natural’2  environment is equally densely imbued with ideas and 
associations. Thus strenuous efforts to reframe and commodify water as a mere resource or 
asset have made little impact upon its deeper cross-cultural meanings (see Giblett, 1996; 
Strang, 2004). 
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The meanings of water recur in diverse cultural contexts: though each lends its own particular 
shape, it appears that core themes of meaning have persisted both spatially and temporally, 
across cultural boundaries, and for many centuries. I have suggested previously (Strang, 
2005) that this is because there are two major consistencies in the equation: the common 
material qualities of water; and human beings’ common sensory experience and perception 
of these. Both of these are instrumental in the generation of meaning. Thus cross-cultural 
meanings can be discerned and explored in diverse ethnographic contexts.
 

Figure 1: The right to water, Mexico City.

Figure 2: Irrigation in northern Queensland.
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  Water is characterised by fluidity and movement: it is always in motion, through the landscape 
or via processes of transformation from one form to another, moving from liquid to solid, from 
steam to liquid, and back again.  Water cycles through planetary and local ecosystems, and 
through people and other organic things.  Humans experience it in a multitude of ways: they 
wash in it, fish in it, water their gardens, cattle or crops with it; they gaze upon it reflectively, 
mesmerised by its shimmering reflections. In measurable physiological ways they are lulled 
by its gentle trickling, entranced by the regular swash and backwash of the sea or excited by 
the roar of waterfalls.  Immersed in water they regain the enclosure and weightlessness of the 
womb. 

Most crucially, humans are utterly reliant upon 
being able to ingest water continuously, which 
means that they are always taking in, using 
and dispensing an aspect of the environment 
which – because human bodies are 67% 
composed of water – is thus both internal 
and external to the self. In this sense water 
is the material substance of the self, and the 
substance that links the individual human 
body with an immediate social and material 
environment.  It is therefore integral to social 
identity, embodying and physically uniting the 
person with a particular place and the other 
people in it, who also ingest, use and share 
that ‘common substance.’  The way in which 
water circulates through human beings is 
echoed in larger scale hydrological cycles.  It is 
thus the medium that links human individuals, 
not only to an immediate social and material 
context, but also more broadly to humanity as 

Figure 3: The fluid qualities of water.

Figure 4: Swimmers in Cape York, Australia.
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a whole, and to a wider global environment and its processes.  Humans use water to think 
with.3 Observing hydrological cycles of movement, they can see that, whatever the scale, 
water’s characteristics and qualities remain constant. This facilitates a series of metaphorical 
associations, or what Bourdieu called ‘scheme transfers’ (1977), in which cognitive models 
are transposed from one area of experience to another. Thus concepts of human health, in 
which the flow of water through the body is seen as vital to its well-being, shift outwards into 
models of environmental health which depend on the movement of water through ecosystems. 
Images of water describe society as a system of flows and circulations; they encapsulate ideas 
about the flow of knowledge between people; they provide visions of the currents of wealth 
and resources running through economic systems; and they inspire cosmological beliefs in 
which human spiritual being is seen to cycle in and out of various dimensions of existence 
(Tuan, 1968). All of these cycles of change and transformation rely on the fluid and mutable 
characteristics of water to create metaphors of spatial and temporal movement.

Emerging from these models is a range of cross-cultural meanings that are encoded in water, 
and expressed through water imagery.  As part of the physical self, water is the substance of 
social identity and connection, linking people to each other, and to larger social and ecological 
environments. Its movements, through hydrological cycles and down rivers from source to 
sea, commonly express concepts of time: spatio-temporal spiritual shifts, life journeys, and 
the intergenerational transmission of cultural knowledge and wisdom. Above all, as the most 
essential of resources, it symbolises generative creativity; human health, wealth and agency; 
and human spiritual regeneration.4 

The idea of water as a symbol of wellbeing, wealth and agency, and as a source of social 
and spiritual regeneration, can be subsumed, loosely, under the more general heading of 
‘power.’ These core meanings have a strong impact on how it is used and valued.  As Wittfogel 
pointed out (1957), the ownership and control of water is essential to political dominance.5  
One of the first priorities of invading armies is to appropriate key water resources, and the 
entrenchment of ownership and control of these is vital to colonial settlement. This reality was 
clearly demonstrated by early invasions in Europe and later on in countries such as Australia 
and New Zealand.  Drawing on ethnographic and historical research, this essay therefore 
focuses on ‘sacred sites’ on opposite sides of the planet, to consider how such appropriations 
of water’s generative power have been materialised over time, and how this can illuminate 
current contests over water.

Colonial Water Power
 

The ancient holy well at Cerne Abbas in Dorset, provides a useful exemplar of a pattern 
regularly repeated in British history. At the time when prehistoric Celtic hunter gatherers 

inhabited this area, there were thousands of holy wells in Britain and Europe.6  For the Celts, 
such wells were seen as a way of accessing feminine spiritual forces through the female deities 
that inhabited water places, in complementary partnership with the surrounding groves of 
sacred trees that stood for male spiritual identity. Roman conquerors recorded ritual practices 
which suggest that wells such as Cerne Abbas were situated in a sentient cultural landscape. 
In this animist environment, regenerative forces provided spiritual power to local tribes who 
made sacrifices and offerings to the goddesses of the well.

Springs and wells in Britain retained these meanings with the Roman invasions. The early 
Romans also practised ritual well worshipping, called Fontanalia, in which they gave votive 
offerings to their own water goddesses and gods, who were similarly important in providing 
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socially and spiritually regenerative power. Cerne Abbas was a particularly potent site in this 
regard, having both the well and, on the hill above it, the robustly potent Celtic/Roman giant. 

Beliefs in the spiritual and generative power of water persisted through waves of Danish, 
Saxon and Norman invasion during which, like most of the holy wells in Europe, the Cerne 
Abbas well was subjected to a Christian takeover. It was renamed St Augustine’s, though in 

Figure 5: St Augustine’s Well, Cerne Abbas. 

Figure 6: The Cerne Abbas Giant.
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this case the church was built alongside rather than directly over the well, as occurred in many 
cases. The Christian colonists found it necessary to make quite strenuous efforts to suppress 
pagan hydrolatry: stern edicts were issued forbidding it and threatening excommunication 
and other punishments to any practitioners. But the repression of paganism was only partially 
successful: hydrolatry never disappeared entirely, and people continued to make use of holy 
wells in a variety of ways.

The meanings of water as the source of life and regeneration were also absorbed by Christian 
mythology without any difficulty.  Water appeared in numerous Biblical images, ‘raining down’ 
from God to make the soil fruitful, becoming the ‘living water’ of the spirit, and providing the 
flow of knowledge and wisdom that enabled the Enlightenment.  For example (in Ezekiel 36), 
God promises ‘I will sprinkle clean water upon you... A new heart will I give you, and a new 
spirit I will put within you.’ Water rituals, such as baptisms and blessings with holy water, 
continued to affirm the meaning of water as the essence of spiritual regeneration.  

Despite Christianisation, the Cerne Abbas well retained its associations with human generative 
power. Following the European Enlightenment, this was translated into a language about 
‘healing,’ but fertility rituals continued at the well, albeit in more light-hearted ‘folk’ ways. 
For example, Edwardian and Victorian women hoping to conceive were encouraged to ‘take 
the waters.’ Today neo-Pagans re-enact Celtic and Roman ritual ‘well dressings,’ garlanding 
the surrounding trees with ribbons, and putting flowers into the well. Reportedly, they also use 
the fields surrounding the giant for more practical fertility rituals.  

Northwards from Cerne Abbas lies a somewhat more subtle Christian monument to generative 
power. St Peter’s Pump is located at Stour Head, where the springs that are the source of the 
river emerge from the hillside. This monument, which channels six springs into a single flow, 
is contained within the famous seventeenth-century garden built by Henry Hoare, and now 
managed by the National Trust. The centrepiece of this particular landscape is the lake, which 
– with the help of a sizeable dam – gathers and 
holds the waters of the river under the gaze 
of the great house, thus amply expressing the 
wealth and agency of its owners.

Modelled on the Italian Renaissance villas, 
Stour Head represents a hydrological and 
spiritual life journey from the spring (the 
beginning of life) through a series of temples 
and groves to the lake which represents ‘the 
great sink’ in which all lives finally dissolve, 
so that they can rise into the Heavens to be 
regenerated. The springs brought together 
under St Peter’s Pump are piped into a grotto 
where they emerge into a limpid pool. In 
classic Italianate style, the grotto is guarded 
by a Roman River God, the internal cave is 
lined with tufa to look like an internal part of 
the earth, and there is a nymph reclining by 
the pool. The site is rich in meanings, but two 
themes emerge with particular clarity. First, 
it is designed as a classic fons sapientae: a 
fountain of knowledge that expresses a vision Figure 7: St Peter’s Pump, Stour Head.
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of human sentience and consciousness, the process of spiritual enlightenment, and the power 
conferred by this knowledge.

As well as being spiritually enlightening, the spring offers healing and regeneration. 
Contemporary visitors talk about how its water will cure ills and improve their health, 
expressing a longstanding and still widespread belief that ‘living’ spring water, because it is 
unadulterated, and uncompromised, has special powers to heal and rejuvenate. Today, as in 
the seventeenth century, visitors come from far and wide to stroll around and picnic beside 
the lake, gaze meditatively at the water, drink from the spring, and enjoy the landscape, 
though – as this is the National Trust after all – usually with a little more decorum than 
sometimes pertains at Cerne Abbas. 

The Dorset wells and springs illustrate the reality that taking over the water sources is central 
to the success of any colonial enterprise. The appropriation of the holy wells was vital to each 
political and religious invasion in Europe, and the control of freshwater sources has been 
equally essential to more far flung hegemonic enterprises. A second useful demonstration of 
the symbolic power of water can therefore be found in New Zealand, at the Victorian fountain 
in Auckland’s Albert Park. 

Fountains became popular in Europe in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries when 
technological advancement and mechanical automata enabled greater experimentation in 
design (see Symmes, 1998). This interest faded in the latter part of the eighteenth century, 
with a fashion for more ‘natural’ and ‘picturesque’ landscapes; then underwent a renaissance 
in the nineteenth century, when Italianate gardens became all the rage. Fountains take many 
forms, from simple efforts to replicate the delights of a bubbling spring, to rather less modest 
efforts to achieve huge and impressive spouts of water which are larger than anyone else’s. 

Whether gently enlivening or robustly exuberant, what both ends of this spectrum manifest is 
an idea of water as power: the power to create and direct movement and change, the power to 
generate life and wealth, the power to make things happen. 

Figure 8: Stour Head garden.
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By the seventeenth century, with pagan hydrolatry 
successfully subsumed, it became acceptable 
to refer to older religious mythology in material 
culture, provided that it was ‘classical’ in its form. 
Thus the design of European fountains focused on 
the incorporation of gods and goddesses from Greek 
and Roman mythology who, though they may have 
had a central religious role in the water worship 
of ancient times, were by then seen as a quaint 
and aesthetically pleasing symbolic language. 
However, this visual language still communicates 
the original meanings of the gods and goddesses 
of the well. Thus it features gamboling angels and 
cherubs to signify new life; virile sea and river 
gods and spirits of the water; spouting breasts to 
underline the links between water and fecundity; 
and images of women as water carriers and creators 
and holders of life. 

Also de rigueur are cornucopia: the horn of plenty that offers a classic symbol of fertility and 
wealth. Above all, there is the spouting water that encapsulates all of these creative, generative 
processes. The visual language of European fountain design therefore focuses intensely on 
the meanings of water as the vital substance literally and metaphorically essential to the 
regeneration of people and resources, and to the creation of wealth and agency. The fountain 
in Albert Park is no exception, encapsulating all of these themes, but with some additional 
images that underline its importance in a colonial context.

Figure 9: Garden ‘spring’ fountain.

Figure 10: Jet d’Eau, Geneva.
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The arrival of the fountain in Auckland was, in itself, a statement of colonial power. Victorian 
Europeans believed that fountains such as this were essential public amenities in ‘civilised’ 
places, and this idea was regularly exported to the colonies. 

Figure 11: Fountain at Heligan, Cornwall.

Figure 12: Albert Park fountain, Auckland. 
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Albert Park was designed in the 1870s, when it appeared that the military barracks located at 
the site were no longer needed. In effect, the fountain replaced one symbol of colonial power 
with another. The barracks had been built in 1845 to protect the European settlers who feared 
attacks, particularly after Governor Grey issued a proclamation in 1863, demanding that all 
Maori either swear allegiance to the Queen or move south to the Waikato region. The barracks 
themselves had replaced a Maori village called Rangipuke, including a pa,8  called Te Horotiu, 
at the north-western side of the hill. The village, which flourished until the 1840s, had relied 
for its water on a sacred spring named Te Wai Ariki (Chiefly Waters), which was located nearby, 
where the Auckland High Court stands today. Thus, in this appropriation of an important and 
powerful water place, there was a reprise of the takeovers of sacred springs and wells that 
characterised successive colonial invasions in early Europe.

Figure 13: Gun, Albert Park, Auckland.

Figure 14: Queen Victoria, Albert Park. Figure 15: Governor Grey. 
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This symbolic message was well understood 
by Auckland’s Maori community. In 1952, 
several statues in the park were defaced, and 
the phrase ‘Ravager of the Maoris’ was painted 
on the pedestal of Queen Victoria’s statue. 
In 1987 the statue of Sir George Grey was 
decapitated, and the head held to ransom by a 
Maori protest group. 

Located directly under Queen Victoria’s 
stern eye, the Albert Park fountain was the 
centrepiece of James Slator and William 
Goldie’s design for the park area. It was ordered 
from England in 1892, as the technology for 
casting on this scale was not then available in 
New Zealand, and it was cast by a foundry in 
Glasgow, Walter McFarlane and Co. Built from 
blueprints dating back to 1871, it appears to 
have been a standard design produced some 
time before the park was conceived, and based 
on early Italianate fountains.

A very similar design from this company was sent to Singapore at about the same time, and 
was installed at the Orchard Road market. It disappeared in the 1930s, finally reappearing in 
its current location at the Raffles Hotel.

Figure 16: Albert Park fountain. 

Figure 17: Raffles fountain, Singapore.
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The Albert Park fountain is typical of late 
Victorian iron work. There are four cherubs 
on the octagonal base, riding dolphins which 
appear to have been tamed for this purpose. 
Each is trumpeting on cornucopia. The upper 
segment has a basin decorated with acanthus 
leaves, another classic symbol of wealth and 
fertility. Originally the larger pool at the base 
was filled with fish, but the local seagulls soon 
put paid to these. 

The figure at the apex of the fountain is a 
neoclassical nude in a contrapposto stance, 
similar to that of the Venus de Milo and other 
Greek and Roman works much admired in 
the late 1800s. It is thus a classical female 
‘water carrier’ and, as is usual in these 
circumstances, she is carrying a vessel (also 
shaped like a cornucopia) which is spouting a 
stream of water. 

Of particular relevance are the other major waterspouts on the fountain, which emerge from 
the quintessential image of colonial power, the British lion, which also appears on the Raffles 
fountain in Singapore. More than any other image, these British lions spouting water, on 
a hill overlooking the city, encapsulate the idea that the ownership and control of water 
is absolutely central to political power.  It is for this reason that every holy well in Europe 
underwent a conversion to Christianity, and it is why there is a colonial fountain and park on 
the site of Te Wai Ariki.

Figure 18: Cherubs, Albert Park fountain. 

Figure 20: Lion, Albert Park fountain.Figure 19: Water carrier, Albert Park fountain. 
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Everyday Water Power

Each of these sites illustrates the fact that across cultures, and throughout history, water 
has always been encoded with particular meanings, most especially those relating to 

social and spiritual regeneration, and to the health, wealth and vitality of both humans and 
their environments. The control of water, in every cultural context, is a direct expression of 
power and agency; and these meanings are manifested in rituals and in the material culture 
designed to control water. This is particularly plain in contexts requiring public statements 
of social identity. Thus fountains spring up in parks and other civic spaces, expressing, with 
their spouting vitality, the mana9  of a particular local, regional or national community. But 
social, spiritual and ecological regeneration is 
competitive. Such sites also manifest a reality 
that the power and agency of one society, 
cultural group or religious movement has often 
subsumed that of another. In this sense, these 
are contested places, representative of the 
fluidity of water ownership over time. 

This analytic approach can be expanded to 
consider how material culture expresses the 
power of water in an everyday context. The 
competition for social power and agency in 
individual or familial space is demonstrated 
by readily recognisable material indicators of 
wealth and status: the private swimming pool, 
the decorative garden fountain or pond. As the 
owner of a manor house near the Cerne Abbas 
Giant put it: ‘What I would really like, is a 
fountain the size of the one in Geneva.’

Figure 21: Swimming pool, northern Queensland. 

Figure 22: Garden fountain, Dorset. 
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With the recognition that gardens and their spouting water features have a major role in 
expressing people’s wealth and status, and that water itself is the key symbol of power and 
agency, it is possible to see why the efforts of water companies and government agencies to 
persuade people to conserve water in the garden, or to ration its use in the house, have often 
met with such stubborn resistance.  In symbolic terms, the behaviour that water companies 
castigate as being ‘profligate’ and ‘irrational,’ is, at a deeper level, very rational indeed. Any 
materialisation of the ownership of water is a very real demonstration of power. 

This perspective also provides some insights as to why the broader ownership and control of 
water is so passionately contested. This can be seen using recent ethnographic research in 
Queensland (Strang, 2009).  Examining the diverse cultural and subcultural relationships 
that people have with water, this research involved a range of water using groups: farmers, 
industrial water users (including water suppliers), recreational water users, Aboriginal groups, 
conservation organisations and government agencies.

Each of these groups has its own cultural or subcultural waterscape: a particular material 
and imaginative engagement with water that is integral to the way that it defines its identity 
and claims social power and agency. Each group acts to forward its own interests, hoping 
to generate and regenerate its own identity, knowledge and values. Each of these groups 
materialises its engagement with water in a variety of ways, sometimes engineering the 
environment radically; sometimes employing more subtle methods of management and use. 
This active engagement can be described as a way of ‘gardening the world,’ and the efforts of 
some groups to ‘garden’ things in their own way is often at odds with the aims and values of 
others. The widest divergence is between those who valorise an intensive techno-managerial, 
engineering approach to the environment, directed at maximising its ‘productivity’ in economic 
terms; and those who give higher priority to long-term ecological and social well-being.

Farming constitutes ‘gardening’ on a grand scale: it is concerned, in all its various forms, with 
growth and creativity, making the land productive and generating health and wealth. Farmers’ 
activities are wholly reliant on water, and their control over it is intensively materialised 
through the use of bores and pumps; the building of dams; and the irrigation of their fields.

Figure 23: Farm, south-east Queensland.
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To tell farmers that they cannot have their water allocations, or that these are going to be 
reduced to give priority to urban water users, is not just an economic issue, but one that 
strikes at the very foundation of their ability to act upon the world in a productive manner – in 
other words, to have power and agency.

Industrial groups along the rivers are similarly concerned to pump water into their various 
productive processes, transforming it into a variety of material goods. Quarries, energy 
suppliers; food processors; fertiliser makers; paper mills; tanneries; refineries; chemical 
manufacturers and so on, draw on water supplies for a range of industrial processes, all of which 
demonstrate the productive capacities – the social and economic power – of Queensland’s 
business community. Both they and the farmers are keenly aware that their access to water 
is under threat, not just from enlarging domestic demands, but because of a groundswell of 
concern about the impacts of their activities.

The social and ecological disruptions caused by industrialised agriculture and manufacturing 
industries is of deep concern to Aboriginal groups, for whom the damming and diversion 
of local waterways interferes with a sacred ancestral landscape and its proper processes of 
reproduction. Their energies are directed towards trying to prevent further damage to their 
cultural land and waterscapes; regaining their traditional control of water resources in the 
legal arena; and lobbying for a central role in the contemporary management of water. 

Intensely productivist forms of water use at the expense of local ecosystems have also been 
criticised by conservation groups in Queensland. The number of these groups has rapidly 
expanded in the last decade, and many now participate in local, regional and national 
decision-making, arguing for reductions in the use of water for irrigation and better protection 
of environmental flows in rivers and wetlands. In contrast to the primary producers, they see 
waterways as being highly productive in a different sense: in generating biodiversity and 
ecological health, as well as social community. Their ability to win these debates and protect 
social and ecological productivity is also, of course, an issue about whose power and agency 
prevails. 

Figure 24: Quarry, Brisbane River, Queensland.
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At a local level are now more than 35 catchment groups in Brisbane alone, actively engaged 
in river management, organising weed removal and tree-planting in the city’s waterways. 
Through this community activity, they are doing their own ‘gardening’ of the world, expressing 
their own values and concerns.

The concerns of conservation organisations and local catchment groups are increasingly 
supported by large numbers of urban dwellers, whose major interaction with local waterways 
is recreational. Swimming and fishing in the river, boating on it, and picnicking beside it, 
they may be said to be using the water to ‘re-create’ (i.e. re-produce) their own health and 
well-being.

Figure 25: Aboriginal elder, Alma Wason. 

Figure 26: Catchment management in Brisbane.
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There are lots of other synonyms which express what recreation is about: re-vitalise; re-fresh; 
re-store; re-new. It is clearly an activity closely concerned with regenerative meanings and, 
unsurprisingly, it has led to rising levels of concern that waterways and their environs should 
not be polluted and degraded by industrial activities (see Milton, 2002).

In an increasingly intense competition for the control of water, government agencies are somewhat 
caught in the middle, both ideologically and practically. They have a business and farming 
community to keep happy and afloat, and a large number of urban voters whose priorities have 
changed, diverging from those of the ‘primary 
producers.’  For the most part, Australian 
state and national governments have leant 
towards supporting productivist commitments 
to continual growth and development, but the 
tourist industry is now a major plank in the 
national economy, and the wider population 
is becoming increasingly concerned about the 
massive social and environmental degradation 
resulting from the overuse of water resources.  
In a very immediate sense, they are being 
asked to face major questions about the 
sustainability of current practices. Australian 
governments are thus – like governments in 
many countries – caught between shoring up 
big business and contemplating the need for 
much more substantial changes in social and 
environmental management.

It will be apparent that each of these groups 
materialises its control of water in particular 
ways: through the building of dams and water 

Figure 27: Recreational water use, Queensland.

Figure 28: Irrigation scheme, Queensland. 
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bores; through the piping of water into manufacturing processes; through contesting the legal 
ownership of water; through lobbying for the maintenance of ‘environmental flows’; through 
the direct and indirect management of rivers; and through deciding who gets priority in the 
allocation of water resources. 

Such debates, and their material manifestations, are being played out along waterways all 
around the world, as cultural and subcultural groups with differing aims and ideological 
priorities struggle to gain power over water either through owning it, or by having real influence 
upon how it is used and managed.  Such power is not only critical in enabling them to 
express their beliefs and values and forward their own interests, but also in maintaining their 
abilities to participate in wider forms of governance.  The linkage between control of water 
and political enfranchisement underlies a central debate about universal rights: an ongoing 
tug-of-war between political groups that regard water as a common good, and those who 
believe that privatising it, and reframing it as a commodity is the best way forward. 

The meanings of water as a source of generative power lie under the surface of these debates.  
It is no wonder, then, that these issues are so emotive, and that the control and ownership of 
water has become one of the major causes of conflict.  In countries as diverse as Britain and 
Bolivia, the privatisation of water has led to angry and sometimes violent protests.  Even in 
sleepy, conservative Dorset, a decade after the event, people described the privatisation of 
water by the Thatcher government as ‘the worst thing they ever did.’ With an understanding of 
the meanings encoded in water, this resentment becomes much more comprehensible. 

Water use for irrigation in countries such as Australia and New Zealand has doubled in every 
decade since the 1960s. In many countries around the world similar patterns of intensification 
are evident, and per capita water use is also on the rise. Over the next several decades there 
will be increasing pressure on water resources, and challenging debates about how it should 
be owned and managed. There will be, more than ever, a need to understand what water 
means to people and the different cultural and subcultural perspectives that shape these 
meanings. There is a need to understand how these meanings are expressed in material 

Figure 29: Aboriginal fish trap, north Queensland. 
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culture, in political and economic decision-making, and in everyday activities. There is, in 
other words, a need to bring social and cultural issues to the surface and to consider the 
relationship between water, culture and power. 

Figure 30: Surface irrigation, Cape York. 
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Notes

1This section reprises some earlier work in this area (Strang, 2004), but I have summarised 
it here as it forms a ‘meaningful’ foundation for a closer look at issues of power and 
appropriation. 

2The use of the term ‘natural’ conforms to a particularly Western and dualistic notion 
of culture and nature, which is not shared by all societies (see Descola and Palsson’s 
critiques of this conceptual dualism, 1996, and Strathern, 1980). However, it is a highly 
dominant vision of the world, and affects the way in which many people perceive ‘cultural’ 
and ‘natural’ objects. 

3See Lakoff and Johnson, 1980; Strang, 2004. This also draws on a recurrent theme 
in Levi-Strauss’ work: the notion that people utilise many aspects of the environment 
imaginatively, to create concepts and categories.

4It is worth recalling that the etymological roots of the words ‘health’ and ‘wealth’ lie 
together in an earlier vision of being ‘hale’ or ‘whole,’ which usefully underlines the close 
conceptual relationships between ideas of robust good health, generative power and wealth. 

5See also Reisner, 2001 [1986].

6Many of these disappeared with the widespread drainage of the land for farming, which 
destroyed over 90% of Britain’s wetland areas.  But folkloric records present an array of 
wells with supernatural powers to provide healing and fertility, to warn of impending war 
and to offer prophetic visions of the future.  Some would drum, others would run with blood 
or milk, and all were the focus of important local rituals.

7I drew the line at participant observation in this instance. 

8A pa is a Maori fort, usually built on the highest and most defensible point of land.

9Mana is a Maori notion of the power held by individuals and communities. 
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