
Water-Worlds: How to Research Under
the Umbrella of Sustainable Development
Being Aware of Its Multiple Ambiguities?

Javier Taks

Abstract The United Nations definition of Agenda 2030 re-launched sustainable
development as a planetary horizon for eradicating world poverty while at the same
time preserving Earth life-support processes. Since the 90s many scholars, activists
and politicians have critically assessed sustainable development and considered it
an oxymoron in the context of current global capital accumulation. This paper takes
the matter seriously and explores the limits and possibilities of researching water
management towards Sustainable Development Goal 6: “Ensure availability and
sustainable management of water and sanitation for all”. The analysis will touch
upon three main fields of enquiry, namely the creation of a world water crisis
regime, the encounter of diverse water ontologies while dealing with water man-
agement, and the raising of the human right to water and sanitation as a
counter-point to the privatization of water resources. Sustainable development
requires a stronger inclusion of human rights principles to become a more inspiring
narrative for theoretical analysis and transformative interventions. It is argued that
embedding sustainable development together with the political and cultural strug-
gles of the human rights idiom, as exemplified in the case of the human right to
water and sanitation, could provide a better framework to make sustainable
development a useful tensional concept to reflect upon for building more equali-
tarian societies, and thus to care for life and the environment, within and outside
universities.
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1 Re-Launching Global Sustainable Development

In 2015, countries adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Paragraph 7 of the UN Declaration
reads as follows:

In these Goals and targets, we are setting out a supremely ambitious and transformational
vision. We envisage a world free of poverty, hunger, disease and want, where all life can
thrive. We envisage a world free of fear and violence. A world with universal literacy.
A world with equitable and universal access to quality education at all levels, to health care
and social protection, where physical, mental and social well-being are assured. A world
where we reaffirm our commitments regarding the human right to safe drinking water and
sanitation and where there is improved hygiene; and where food is sufficient, safe,
affordable and nutritious. A world where human habitats are safe, resilient and sustainable
and where there is universal access to affordable, reliable and sustainable energy. (United
Nations Organization 2015; the italics are mine)

Many believe that this declaration is just a list of good intentions, with the
pasteurized idiom of sustainable development as coined and used in mainstream
developmental discourse since the Bruntland Report in 1987 (Pierri 2005). Back in
the early 90s, Sachs (1993) stated that the Bruntland Report of 1987 “incorporated
concern for the environment into the concept of development by erecting ‘sus-
tainable development’ as the conceptual roof for both violating and healing the
environment”. He pointed out that sustainable development was another example of
a conceptual stretching strategy from those who promote unlimited economic
growth as the only viable path to wellbeing: when the destructive effects of eco-
nomic development were recognized, “the concept was stretched in such a way as
to include both injury and therapy” as in the case of growth and poverty, or growth
and gender equity, and so on. In sustainable development the aim is, he added,
to continue boosting the GNP but at the same monitor and manage water, soils, air
and energy utilization to warrant their availability to increase production and
consumption and “contain the environmental disaster for the generations to come”.
This line of thought believes that sustainable development, and sustainable
economic growth as one of its main dimensions, is actually an oxymoron
(Guimaraes 2003).

More recently, anthropologist Jason Hickel from the London School of
Economics, critically assessed Agenda 2030 in similar manner, indicating that it
does not recognize the need for the substitution of the current global economic
model, with its trend to unlimited growth and deep concentration of wealth, as part
of the causes behind unsustainability, and thus the main constraint for achieving the
SDGs (Hickel 2015). Moreover, in Latin America and elsewhere there are
increasing numbers of scholars and activists who contest the Sustainable
Development paradigm with other conceptualizations centred on Buenvivir (the
Good Life), Degrowth Theory or Ecosocialism.

Nevertheless, the current UN special rapporteur on the human rights to safe
drinking water and sanitation, hydrologist Leo Heller (Brown et al. 2016), and
many other international water activists (see Joint Statement 2015) celebrated,
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though with caution, the inclusion of the human right to water and the right to
sanitation (HRtWS) as integral parts of the SDGs, as expressed in SDG 6 “Ensure
availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all”. Despite
the many ambiguities they acknowledged, they also showed hopeful advances in
Agenda 2030 as compared with the Millennium Development Goals (see also
Unceta 2015).

In this article, I wish to explore the limits and potentialities of the relation
between sustainable development and the HRtWS for a real betterment of life for all
human and non-human becomings (Ingold 2012). In order to do it, I highlight three
aspects of water management and governance that became an arena for epistemo-
logical and conceptual debate: namely, the water crisis, the different place allocated
to water in diverse ontologies, and the increasing consideration of water as a
fundamental human right. I suggest that these debates might shed light on the
manner how we may still understand and use the concept of sustainable develop-
ment, not only in our environmental research and teaching projects at University,
but also in our more general awareness of modern science as both cause and
solution of (un)sustainability. In other words, I want to demonstrate theoretically—
using the example of water—that sustainable development requires a stronger
inclusion of human rights principles to become a more inspiring narrative. Yet,
both, the definitions of sustainability and humanity need to be open-ended to be
inclusive of all cases of current human-nature configurations preventing the risk of
a one sided imposed hegemony.

My methodological approach is based on a critical review of recent UN docu-
ments on the SDGs and the HRtWS in the light of public debates mostly, although
not exclusively, in Latin America among scholars and water justice activists con-
cerning the management and governance of water mainly for human consumption.
In other words, how the perspectives of sustainability and human rights might
establish a dialogue regarding better educational and research practices aiming at a
transformational vision and action in our common planetary home. It must be said,
that this article does not contrast sustainable development against other already
mentioned alternative currents in the region. Furthermore, to take into account only
the Latin American debate might occlude other realities.

2 World Water Crisis Regime

The Agenda 2030 for SD is clear about the manifestation of a water crisis of
planetary scale: “fresh water scarcity [exacerbated by climate change] is part of the
most relevant challenges which humanity faces” (United Nations Organization
2015). In the new agenda, governments are therefore “determined to conserve and
sustainably use freshwater resources” and “tackle water scarcity and water pollu-
tion” (United Nations Organization 2015). It is thus not just by chance that one of
the targets to meet SDG 6 is “[b]y 2030, substantially increase water use efficiency
across all sectors and ensure sustainable withdrawals and supply of freshwater to
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address water scarcity and substantially reduce the number of people suffering from
water scarcity” (United Nations Organization 2015).

Freshwater sources are unevenly distributed in Earth, and for millennia humans
have tried to counter this fact through social organization, technological ingenuity,
resource investments and the use of power. Nevertheless, the idea of scarcity of
water in a modern sense, according to Vandana Shiva, gradually developed together
with a two-stage process of commoditization of natural resources. The first during
colonial capitalism, when, faced with an abundance of resources, colonizers
exploited natural resources in a predatory manner, appropriating as much as they
could. This resulted in a physical limitation for production and consumption that led
to the second stage: natural resource management to respond to the scarcity of
fodder, water, minerals, and so on. In Shiva’s words: “It was this violation of
nature’s limits that then brought forth the most recent phase in the ever-changing
development recipe—the notions of ‘sustainable development’ and ‘sustainable
growth’. New limits are now to be imposed on nature’s processes in order to sustain
development and growth. The crisis of scarcity is now being formulated in the
language of sustainability” (Shiva 1993). In the same year that sustainable devel-
opment became hegemonic in the Rio Summit, the Dublin Statement on Water and
Sustainable Development declared that “Fresh water is a finite and vulnerable
resource” (Principle 1) and that “Water has an economic value in all its competing
uses and should be recognized as an economic good” (Principle 4) (The Dublin
Statement 1992).1 Following Polanyi (2001), there we can recognize a significant
step in the establishment of water as a “fictitious commodity”, a resource to frag-
ment, manage and economically speculate with. Water scarcity might therefore be
resolved with more technology, market mechanisms and better governance.

Against the idea of a global water scarcity crisis, researchers and activists
involved in the Water Justice social movement have declared “that the principal
form of the water crisis is not a shortage of water, nor failures of government, but
the many injustices in access to, the allocation of, and the quality of water. The
global water crisis is not likely to be resolved by the provision of more water.
Redressing injustice is a more promising approach. That requires a critical
rethinking and transformation in how water, water rights and authority are dis-
tributed” (Santa Cruz Declaration 2014).

These ideas according to which (in)equality and allocation of water rights are the
basis of the current water crisis should be more seriously approach by research on
sustainable development, and this means politicizing the debate on sustainability.

1The other principles are, on the one hand, the need for a participatory approach to water man-
agement and, on the other, the need to recognize the central role of women in the provision,
management and safeguarding of water.
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3 The Encounter of Diverse Water Ontologies When
Dealing with Water Management

The Agenda 2030 for SD envisages “a world of universal respect for human rights
and human dignity, the rule of law, justice, equality and non-discrimination; of
respect for race, ethnicity and cultural diversity; and of equal opportunity permitting
the full realization of human potential and contributing to shared prosperity”
(United Nations Organization 2015). Moreover, signatories acknowledged “the
natural and cultural diversity of the world and recognize that all cultures and
civilizations can contribute to, and are crucial enablers of, sustainable development”
(United Nations Organizations 2015). Though the Agenda 2030 affirms the more
traditional three dimensions of sustainable development, namely the economic, the
social and the environmental, cultural diversity certainly appears in the literature as
a fourth dimension of sustainable development (Guimaraes 2003; The Hangzhou
Declaration 2013). Cultural diversity is a challenge for a paradigm with clear
normative observations.

Anthropologists have shown that there are numerous collective attitudes to and
representations of “nature” and “humanity”. It is therefore problematic to define
“people”, “planet” and their relations in singular forms. On the other hand, how to
walk together towards global sustainable development if different human groups
might comprise diverse natures and multiverses (as opposed to a singular universe)?
(Escobar 2016).

The water question cannot be excluded from this dilemma. There are different
ontologies that place water in many diverse domains, sometimes contradictory. For
many people, water is a live entity not just a natural physical and chemical resource
that sustains human life and more. Even in modern contexts, a river can be con-
sidered as a relative, and is thus included as an extension of the social rather than
the natural realm. Moreover, the idea of water as separated entity already denotes an
ontologically fragmented realm of natural resources against a more holistic or
integrated vision of life and the environment. Many water conflicts arose due to
differing manners of appreciating water, particularly in its sacred or non-sacred
substantiation (Hassan 2004), and the possibility of conceiving water as separate
from the land, as expressed in the more neoliberal legal frameworks (Ávila-García
2016).

Research on sustainable development needs to consider the diverse ontologies
based on human-nature co-evolution and promote space for negotiation between
them, parting from the principle of general recognition and respect, but also facing
the challenge of conflict transformation, which in turn acknowledges cultural and
ethnic politics. The human right to water has, for example, been contested by
Aymara and other South American indigenous scholars and activists, who see it as
an anthropocentrically imposed perspective, whilst they consider water as a need,
and sometimes a right, for all creatures and landscapes, according to a trans-human
epistemology (Diego Quispe 2016, personal communication). While it is important
to collect, register and compare different water ontologies, it could be argued that it
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is equally important to reflect upon how to transcend the idea of
non-commensurable world-views without imposing any particular local vision of
what water is and how we should deal with its many challenges. The following
debate about the need to overcome the Western liberal definition of human rights
might shed light on how to find cosmopolitan answers to our current water
dilemmas in the face of the various and diverse existing water-worlds.

4 The Raising of the Human Right to Water
and Sanitation

In 2010 the General Assembly of the United Nations Organization recognized “the
right to safe and clean drinking water and sanitation as a human right that is
essential for the full enjoyment of life and all human rights” (UN General Assembly
2010). The adoption of this resolution was the output of a long process that lasted at
least three decades when governments, social organizations and social movements,
legal experts and scholars found the theoretical and legal bases to advance towards
a more socially and environmentally just water management model, where each
human person might realize his/her right to access clean and safe water and to live
with water to be able to realize his/her other rights as individuals and communities,
in agreement with the human rights paradigm.

The HRtWS is a bridge between the second generation of economic, social and
cultural rights (égalité) aimed to satisfy the so called basic needs, and the third
generation of solidarity or group rights (fraternité), more concerned with the right
to peace, the right to a clean and healthy environment, and the right to humanitarian
disaster relief (Weston 2014).

As in all other human rights’ definitions, the HRtWS includes the guiding
principles of non-discrimination and equality; free, active and relevant participation
in social life; transparency (i.e. access to information), and the required progressive
advancement in its realization. But the HRtWS also promotes normative contents,
namely: (i) the universal right to water for personal and domestic uses; and (ii) the
fact that water must be physically accessible, safe, culturally acceptable and
affordable in all domains of a person’s daily life (home, work and study spaces,
public spaces and elsewhere).

According to Conka (2005) the HRtWS is the outcome of a global partnership
between norm entrepreneurs and social movements. Undoubtedly, the HRtWS is
part of a symbolic framework promoted by anti-commoditization forces and
anti-privatization of water and sanitation utility networks since the 90s to date. In
this regard, I suggest that while the HRtWS functions as a critique of neoliberal
principles and policies, the SDGs generally remain neutral, when not in favour of
private sector empowerment. This tension seems to be more present in SDC6 than
in any other Goal.
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Many Latin American governments, mainly Bolivia, Ecuador and Uruguay,
were quite influential in relation to the General Assembly resolution regarding the
HRtWS. Water conflicts and the transition to formal democracy at the beginning of
the twenty-first century showed an articulation between the experience of civil
society’s defence of human rights during and after the military regimes, and
environmental justice theories and insights regarding the importance of water to
meet basic needs and for the continuation of human life. The above mentioned
countries pioneered the inclusion of the HRtWS in their Constitutional Laws.

The region nevertheless shows hugely unequal progress towards the realization
of the HRtWS. A recent study highlights that only half of the Latin American
countries count with a legal framework recognizing these fundamental rights, and
the right to sanitation is the most neglected. Furthermore, in most countries, the
HRtWS dimensions, have actually been reduced solely to physical access to potable
water, leaving aside the other intrinsic components (affordability, cultural accep-
tance, social participation, non-discrimination, and so on) (Portuguez and Dubois
2015).

Despite an increasingly consensual narrative of the obligations and benefits to
states and citizens when pursuing the HRtWS, the Latin American experience
introduces a relevant debate over the possibility of the HRtWS to contribute to
address sustainable development. On the one hand, the HRtWS has been seen by
many critical authors as part of a process that disembeds water from its immediate
geographical, social and cultural relationships, as shown for instance in the current
privatizing water law in Chile (Ávila-García 2016), in line with the current trend to
create “modern water” (Linton 2010), an abstract entity known as H2O, or a natural
resource to be managed, as the only ways of conceiving this world wide fluid; this
in turn brings up the discussion about the Western expansionist claim for a human
rights paradigm and the relativist-universalist debate.

A possible derivation of this disembedding trend is the previously mentioned
focus on the warrant for accessing potable water as equivalent to the whole human
right to water which has allowed water corporations, mainly transnational, to pre-
sent themselves as HRtWS promoters while stressing that states and local com-
munities, mainly in poorer countries, are unable to comply with the need to expand
utilities to meet the goal of water for all. Experts and activists contest this view,
stating that the HRtWS is part of the definition of water as a common good, and that
its defence is part and parcel of the protection of all other common goods (such as
knowledge, land and labour, among others) from private property and
profit-seeking organizations. The latter, they argue, would not guarantee a com-
prehensive vision of the HRtWS involving access to relevant information,
accountability, participation, and so on (Portuguez and Dubois 2015). The question
regarding the role of different agents (state, community, private corporations) in the
realization of the HRtWS is part of the work towards the achievement of SDG 6. On
the other hand, several states in Latin America have limited and even forbidden
non-state water management systems such as customary indigenous systems
(Dwinell and Olivera 2014) in the name of the HRtWS. According to state repre-
sentatives, these non-statutory systems cannot meet quantity and quality standards
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as stated by international organizations, for instance the World Health Organization;
they therefore believe that a more centralized state intervention is needed, leaving
aside the search for alternatives based on local knowledge, cultural heritage and the
peoples’ expertise developed when the state was oblivious of those territories. Once
again, this contested arena will also arise with the advances in the implementation
of SDG 6.

5 Binding Sustainability and Human Rights in Our
University Practices

How can we at University help to continue with the necessary task of changing
paradigms and meanings for SD while including the human rights perspective?

First, by avoiding the defence of cultural relativism in its extreme expression. In
the case of the HRtWS we must recognize the values of cultural diversity, but at the
same time take into account a universal intercultural definition of who is entitled to
claim these rights: every human becoming, men and women, communities, future
generations. We don’t need an essentialist definition of humans, and must create an
increasingly inclusive open-ended definition of human becomings, with their huge
variations. Human rights should be defined through an exercise of what Santos calls
diatopic hermeneutics towards an intercultural reconstruction of human rights
(Santos 2010).

Second, by recognizing the contradictory nature of human engagement with
other living and non-living entities, meaning that “sustainability” requires massive
efforts to continue, and these may never end. Yet, this ambiguity, this consciousness
that SD would not be achieved for once and for all, cannot veil the fact that some
social groups work towards unsustainability while others do not accept that we will
live forever in a degraded, unhealthy, ruined Nature.

Finally, we must consider the HRtWS as a means to impact on the SDGs with
less expertocracy. The process of emergence of the human right to water in Latin
America and elsewhere was democratic, from bottom up, linking indigenous peo-
ple, urban inhabitants, workers unions, politicians and researchers. In this dialogue
of knowledges, we should not view science as evil. We need to analyse scientific
knowledge as situated as any other form of knowledge. As anthropologist Tim
Ingold puts it:

Far from abandoning science (…) or opposing the knowledge of inhabitants to scientific
knowledge, we need to find ways in which they can work together. This calls for both a
revaluation of the environmental experience and creative interventions of lay practitioners
and an acknowledgment that science and technology, too, are grounded in practices of
habitation. (Ingold 2013)

In our University activity we should keep our feet on the ground without
refusing the enjoyment of enskilled abstraction and universal thinking to contribute
to sustainable futures.
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6 Conclusion

Sustainable development has been re-launched into the international arena. It could
have served to contest the more economicist Green Economy vision that disputed
narrative centrality to deal with the environmental and social challenges of our time.
Carbon bonus, the commoditization of water and financing nature, seem opposed to
the necessary political and cultural motivation to create alternative models of
production and consumption, a post Anthropocene era. By now it seems that there
is no other “big enough story” (Haraway 2015) than Sustainable Development to
lead diverse actors like “scientists, entrepreneurs, politicians, labourers for
humanity… governments, institutions, the private sector, workers and societies”
(United Nations Organization 2015) to work together towards a different earth for
people “to live and die well” (Haraway 2015).

The SDGs must be understood as a moral imperative rather than, or at least not
only, a rational guideline. In this way, the oxymoron can become productive in a
transitional stage. People all over the world cannot stop production and
consumption-as-usual from one day to another, but need to realize that they must
work in this direction, while inventing new production and consumption relation-
ships to generate different motivations to act in society and in the environment.
I would suggest that this is the main reason why many of us, who have been
teaching long years a critical approach to the hegemonic definition of sustainable
development, are still hopeful that it is worth giving battle for the appropriation of
meaning. A new lexicon should be used to talk about sustainability: sufficiency,
responsibility, and care, instead of infinite growth, natural capital and
competitiveness.

In this sense, the idiom of human rights, as exemplified in this chapter with the
case of the HRtWS, provides “a normative basis and constitutes a source of
authority and legitimacy for realizing universal and fair access to [water]” (The
Pontificial Academy of Sciences 2017); a binding legal obligation for all, ranging
from the state to private transnational corporations, in order to prevent water supply
—and other socio environmental services—from falling under the influence of
powerful and pro-profit minority groups.

Further theoretical and empirical research would be needed to see how the
HRtWS are realized within SDG6. Moreover, an intercultural human rights per-
spective should be use to measure the advance of all other SDGs.
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