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Description: 
 
This course explores the production of and responses to water scarcity at multiple 

scales. We will examine both overt and less visible conflicts over access to water 

resources and the broader political economic issues these raise.  

Water crises are often ranked second only to climate change in environmental 

challenges that we face in the 21st century. In the 1990s, a vice-president of the World 

Bank predicted that: “The wars of the 21st century will be fought over water.” Roughly a 

billion people lack secure access to a clean water supply, arguably one of the most 

basic conditions for human existence. At the same time, debates have raged over 

whether water is a “right” (as recently asserted by a UN General Assembly resolution), 

or an economic good (as has been affirmed in virtually every global water policy 

meeting over the last two decades), or how it can be both at once. And – perhaps closer 

to home – an important focus of recent student activism in North America has been 

banning bottled water from university campuses.  

Water covers 2/3 of our planet‟s surface, and is infinitely renewable. It is also 

something that we all interact with multiple times on a daily basis, and is essential for 

life (human and non-human). Political economic analysis can help us understand how 

water is made scarce, how water crises are produced, and (hopefully) how these crises 

might be resolved. A political economy of water is useful both for understanding one of 

the most substantial sustainability challenges of the current moment, and because it 

defamiliarizes – and hence politicizes – some of our most “natural(ized)” interactions 

with the world around us.  



This course is divided into four sections. The first introduces the topic, and begins to 

develop our understanding of the scope and contours of the problem. The remaining 

three sections examine the production of and responses to water scarcity at decreasing 

geographical scales. In section 2 we examine the problematic of the “global water crisis” 

and “international hydrological relations.” Section 3 turns to examine the political 

economy of water at the local (municipal) scale, with particular attention to the issue of 

“water privatization.” Finally, section 4 delves into the political economy of water at the 

household scale, to subject “subpolitical” realms such as household management, 

gender relations, and consumer choice to political economic analysis. 2  

Readings  

Two books are required for this course: Ken Conca, Governing Water (MIT Press, 

2006), and Karen Bakker, Privatizing Water (Cornell University Press, 2010). The 

remaining course readings are comprised of articles or essays (accessible via the 

course‟s WebCT page, unless otherwise noted).  

Grading and Assignments  

Students in this course are required to complete a variety of assignments:  

Group presentation (15% of final mark)  

For each of the classes on July 12, 14, Aug. 2, 4, 9, and 11, a small group of students 

will be responsible for making a presentation to start/guide class discussion (each 

student participating in one of the six group presentations). We will choose groups and 

dates in class on July 7, but students are encouraged to self-organize before then.  

The presentations should cover all the readings for that class. The main purpose of the 

presentations is to facilitate class discussion, so summarizing should be kept to the bare 

minimum necessary; rather you should be focused on raising issues or questions for 

discussion.  

The presentations can either be all in one “block” at the beginning of the class, or can 

be divided into smaller presentations spread throughout the class (i.e. a short 

presentation on one article, followed by class discussion of that article, followed by 

another presentation on another article, etc.) In either case, the total presentation time 

should be no more than about 20 minutes.  

This is a group project, so all members of a group will receive the same grade for this 

assignment (I reserve the right to deviate form this in exceptional circumstances, but will 

do so only if one or more members of the group raises the issue). The division of labour 

among group members is up to you, but I encourage you to discuss various 

possibilities. The “default” position – each group member works in isolation on one or 



two individual readings – tends to produce uncoordinated presentations, which make it 

more difficult to draw connections between the readings.  

Book review (15% of final mark)  

Write a book review of either Ken Conca, Governing Water, or Karen Bakker, 

Privatizing Water. The review should be 7-800 words (please include the word count at 

the end of the document). Reviews should be submitted electronically (.doc or .docx 

format preferred; .rtf or .pdf if this is not possible), no later than Friday July 29.  

Book reviews are often among the first professional publications that academics write. 

Reviews are written for people who are assumed not to have read the book, so a brief 

summary is in order: the book‟s topic, theoretical and/or methodological approach, 

conclusions, etc. A good review should also contextualize the book, and critically 

assess it, highlighting both strengths and weaknesses of the author‟s approach and 

indicating the book‟s usefulness (how useful it is and to whom). 3  

Because page space in academic journals is at a premium, authors are rarely allowed 

more than about 800 words for reviews of a single book. Sticking to the word limit is an 

important part of this assignment.  

Term Paper (50% of final mark)  

Write an essay answering one of the five questions below. (An alternate topic of your 

choosing is possible if you discuss it with me well in advance of the due date). The 

essay should be 3-4000 words in length, and should be based largely on your synthesis 

of the course materials (you may draw on other sources, but doing so is not required). 

The main things that I am looking for in this paper are: critical engagement with and 

synthesis of the course readings; logical thinking and forceful argumentation; clarity of 

expression; originality; eloquence; and, where possible, sheer brilliance. The basic 

elements of a university essay (title, proper syntax, documentation of sources, careful 

proofreading, etc.) are expected. Essays should be submitted electronically (.doc or 

.docx format preferred; .rtf or .pdf if this is not possible), no later than Monday, August 

15.  

1. What are the features of the “local subsistence mode” (Worster) that make it 

sustainable? How (if at all) might these be incorporated into contemporary Canadian 

society?  

2. What does the discourse of “global water crisis” (or “crises”) refer to? What political-

economic changes are opened up (or closed off), and for whom, by this particular 

understanding of the crisis?  



3. Is the model of urban water delivery developed in the 19th century West (universal 

home delivery through centralized networks) still feasible in a majority-urban world of 

nearly 7 billion people? If so, how? If not, what should replace it?  

4. “The wars of the 21st century will be fought over water.” In what sense (if any) is this 

prediction likely to be true?  

5. Water issues are increasingly framed as a “crisis of governance,” with the implication 

that we should shift away from managing water supplies to meet human needs and 

desires, and towards managing human institutions, cultures, expectations, and 

behaviours. Discuss the positive and negative features of this development.  

 

Participation (20% of final mark)  

Students‟ participation grade will be based on attendance and constructive (i.e. 

respectful) participation in class discussions. Constructive participation entails a 

combination of both speaking out and listening. The five (equally weighted) components 

of your participation mark are:  

 

not dominating the discussion)  

ssions  

 

 

4  

Students are advised to see me during the third week of term (July 18-22) for a 

“progress report” on their participation grade.  

Policies and procedures  

Many of the usual conventions of a graduate seminar will apply here. All of us 

collectively are responsible for making discussion happen in each class session; I will 

do very little lecturing. This means that it is imperative that you come to class having 

done the assigned readings and prepared to discuss them (even on days when others 

are doing a presentation). “Prepared to discuss” means not simply “able and willing to 

summarize” but able and willing to articulate what, to you, are (some of) the most 

important, controversial, or confounding features of the reading(s), why you find these 



important, controversial, or confounding, and (ideally) how our discussion of this might 

proceed.  

Productive seminar discussion depends on having an environment conducive to the free 

exchange and rational, critical evaluation of ideas. The point of discussion here is not to 

“win” arguments or debates, but for us, individually and collectively, to learn. Sometimes 

this requires trying to convince people that something they think is wrong. It always 

requires listening to understand what others think and why. At the risk of stating the 

obvious, this means that everyone in the classroom must be treated as deserving of 

respect, and that the focus of discussion should be on the ideas rather than the 

individuals who voice them.  

Course Outline  

Part 1: Introductions  

July 5 - Course introduction  

No readings  

July 7 – Water Flows and/as Politics  

Gilberto Gallopin and Frank Rijsberman, “3 Global Water Scenarios” International 

Journal of Water 1, 1 (2000) online at 

http://www.ulb.ac.be/students/desge/cours/ENVIF445/Envi-F-445.08-

09.global%20water%20scenario.pdf  

Donald Worster, “Taxonomy: The Flow of Power in History” in D. Worster, Rivers of 

Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (Oxford UP, 1992) 

[coursepack]  

July 12 – Water Crises, Water Science, Water Politics  

Manfred Matz, “The Right(?) of Access(?) to Water Supply and Sanitation(?): A Polemic 

about Mixing Issues” Stockholm Water Front 2006, no.4 (Dec.) online – download issue 

from http://www.siwi.org/sa/node.asp?node=204  

Martin Reuss, “Seeing Like an Engineer: Water Projects and the Mediation of the 

Incommensurable” Technology and Culture 49, 3 (2008) (only section one of this article 

is required) 5  

James Linton, “Global Hydrology and the Construction of a Water Crisis” Great Lakes 

Geographer 11, 2 (2004) print copy of this journal is in the library, or download from 

http://geography.ssc.uwo.ca/research/great_lakes_geographer/Volume11.asp (scroll 

about halfway down the page)  



K.L. Larson et al, “Divergent Perspectives on Water Resource Sustainability in a Public-

Policy-Science Context” Environmental Science & Policy 12 (2009)  

Julie Trottier, “Water Crises: Political Construction or Physical Reality?” Contemporary 

Politics 14, 2 (2008)  

Part 2: Water and Global Politics  

July 14 – Water Wars?  

Aaron Wolf, “Conflict and Cooperation Along International Waterways” Water Policy 1, 2 

(1998)  

Undala Alam et al, “The Benefit-Sharing Principle: Implementing Sovereignty Bargains” 

Political Geography 28 (2009)  

Kathryn Furlong, “Hidden Theories, Troubled Waters: International Relations, the 

„Territorial Trap,‟ and the South African Development Community‟s Transboundary 

Waters” Political Geography 25 (2006)  

Jeroen Warner and Mark Zeitoun, “International Relations and Water Do Mix: A 

Response to Furlong‟s Troubled Waters, Hydro-hegemony, and International Water 

Relations” Political Geography 27 (2008)  

Anders Jagerskog, “The Sanctioned Discourse – A Crucial Factor for Understanding 

Water Policy in the Jordan River Basin” Dept. of Water and Environmental Studies, 

Linkoping Unversity, Occasional Paper no.41 (2002) online - 

www.soas.ac.uk/water/publications/papers/file38384.pdf  

July 19 – Global regimes & institutions  

Ken Conca, Governing Water, to end of ch.5 (book available for purchase at bookstore)  

July 21 – Global regimes & institutions (cont’d)  

Ken Conca, Governing Water, ch. 6 to end (book available for purchase at bookstore)  

Part 3: Local Water Politics: State, Market, Community  

July 26 – Urbanization and Privatization  

Karen Bakker, Privatizing Water, Introduction and Part 1 (book available for purchase at 

bookstore)  

July 28 - Urbanization and Privatization (cont’d)  



Karen Bakker, Privatizing Water, Part 2 and Conclusion (book available for purchase at 

bookstore)  

Aug 2 – Right and/or Commodity?  

Salman M.A. Salman and Siobhan McInerney-Lankford, The Human Right to Water: 

Legal and Policy Dimensions (Introduction and chapter 1) online – 6  

download from http://wbwater.worldbank.org/water/publications/human-right-water-

legal-and-policy-dimensions  

Arjun Kumar Khadka, “The Emergence of Water as a Human Right on the World Stage: 

Challenges and Opportunities” International Journal of Water Resources Development 

26,1 (2010)  

Esther Gerlach and Richard Franceys, “Regulating Water Services for All in Developing 

Economies” World Development 38,9 (2010)  

Michael Webber et al, “Pricing China‟s Irrigation Water” Global Environmental Change 

18,4 (2008)  

Stephen Bell and John Quiggin, “The Limits of Markets: The Politics of Water 

Management in Rural Australia” Environmental Politics 17,5 (2008)  

Part 4: Beneath the Surface: Micro-/Sub-political Flows  

Aug 4 – Households, Gender, and Technology  

Margaret Zwarteveen, “Water: From Basic Need to Commodity: A Discussion of Gender 

and Water Rights in the Context of Irrigation” World Development 25, 8 (1997)  

Yoko Arisaka, “Women Carrying Water: At the Crossroads of Technology and Critical 

Theory” New Critical Theory eds. J. Paris and W. Wilkinson (2001) download from 

www.arisaka.org/newcriticaltheoryf.pdf  

Alex Loftus, “Reification and the Dictatorship of the Water Meter” Antipode 38 (2006)  

Zoe Sofoulis, “Big Water, Everyday Water: A Sociotechnical Perspective” Continuum 

19, 4 (2005)  

Aug 9 – Bottled Water  

Richard Wilk, “Bottled Water: Pure Commodity in an Age of Branding” Journal of 

Consumer Culture 6,3 (2006)  



John Connell, “„The Taste of Paradise‟: Selling Fiji and FIJI Water” Asia Pacific 

Viewpoint 47,3 (2006)  

Andy Opel, “Constructing Purity: Bottled Water and the Commodification of Nature” 

Journal of American Culture 22, 4 (1999)  

Yael Parag and J. Timmons Roberts, “A Battle Against the Bottles: Building, Claiming, 

and Regaining Tap-Water Trustworthiness” Society and Natural Resources 22 (2009)  

Aug 11 – Future Prospects  

Belen Balanya et al, “Empowering Public Water – Ways Forward” Conclusion to 

Reclaiming Public Water (2005) online - download from 

http://www.tni.org/tnibook/reclaiming-public-water-2  

David Hall, “Financing Water for the World – An Alternative to Guaranteed Profits” 

PSIRU (2003) online - www.psiru.org/reports/2003-03-W-finance.doc  

Susan Spronk, “Roots of Resistance to Urban Water Privatization in Bolivia: Public 

Services, the „New Working Class‟ and the Crisis of Neoliberalism” International Labor 

and Working Class History (71), 2007, 8-28 

Academic Accommodations 

 

For students with Disabilities: Students with disabilities requiring academic accommodations in this 

course must register with the Paul Menton Centre for Students with Disabilities (500 University Centre) for 

a formal evaluation of disability-related needs. Registered PMC students are required to contact the 

centre (613-520-6608) every term to ensure that the instructor receives your request for accommodation. 

After registering with the PMC, make an appointment to meet with the instructor in order to discuss your 

needs at least two weeks before the first assignment is due or the first in-class test/midterm 

requiring accommodations. If you require accommodation for your formally scheduled exam(s) in this 

course, please submit your request for accommodation to PMC by (June 10th for June examinations 

and July 29 for August examinations). 

 

For Religious Observance: Students requesting accommodation for religious observances should apply 

in writing to their instructor for alternate dates and/or means of satisfying academic requirements. Such 

requests should be made during the first two weeks of class, or as soon as possible after the need for 

accommodation is known to exist, but no later than two weeks before the compulsory academic event. 

Accommodation is to be worked out directly and on an individual basis between the student and the 

instructor(s) involved. Instructors will make accommodations in a way that avoids academic disadvantage 

to the student. Instructors and students may contact an Equity Services Advisor for assistance 

(www.carleton.ca/equity). 

 



For Pregnancy: Pregnant students requiring academic accommodations are encouraged to contact an 

Equity Advisor in Equity Services to complete a letter of accommodation. Then, make an appointment to 

discuss your needs with the instructor at least two weeks prior to the first academic event in which it is 

anticipated the accommodation will be required. 

 

Plagiarism: The University Senate defines plagiarism as “presenting, whether intentional or not, the 

ideas, expression of ideas or work of others as one’s own.”  This can include:   

 

 reproducing or paraphrasing portions of someone else’s published or unpublished material, regardless 
of the source, and presenting these as one’s own without proper citation or reference to the original 
source; 

 submitting a take-home examination, essay, laboratory report or other assignment written, in whole or in 
part, by someone else; 

 using ideas or direct, verbatim quotations, or paraphrased material, concepts, or ideas without 
appropriate acknowledgment in any academic assignment; 

 using another’s data or research findings; 

 failing to acknowledge sources through the use of proper citations when using another’s works and/or 
failing to use quotation marks; 

 handing in "substantially the same piece of work for academic credit more than once without prior 
written permission of the course instructor in which the submission occurs. 
 

Plagiarism is a serious offence which cannot be resolved directly with the course’s instructor.  The 

Associate Deans of the Faculty conduct a rigorous investigation, including an interview with the student, 

when an instructor suspects a piece of work has been plagiarized.  Penalties are not trivial. They include 

a mark of zero for the plagiarized work or a final grade of "F" for the course.  

 

Oral Examination: At the discretion of the instructor, students may be required to pass a brief oral 

examination on research papers and essays. 

 

Submission and Return of Term Work: Papers must be handed directly to the instructor and will not be 

date-stamped in the departmental office. Late assignments may be submitted to the drop box in the 

corridor outside B640 Loeb. Assignments will be retrieved every business day at 4 p.m., stamped with 

that day's date, and then distributed to the instructor.  For essays not returned in class please attach a 

stamped, self-addressed envelope if you wish to have your assignment returned by mail.  Please note 

that assignments sent via fax or email will not be accepted. Final exams are intended solely for the 

purpose of evaluation and will not be returned. 

 

Grading: Assignments and exams will be graded with a percentage grade. To convert this to a letter 

grade or to the university 12-point system, please refer to the following table. 

 

Percentage Letter grade 12-point scale Percentage Letter grade 12-point scale 



90-100 A+ 12 67-69 C+ 6 

85-89 A 11 63-66 C 5 

80-84 A- 10 60-62 C- 4 

77-79 B+ 9 57-59 D+ 3 

73-76 B 8 53-56 D 2 

70-72 B- 7 50-52 D- 1 

 

Grades:  Final grades are derived from the completion of course assignments.  Failure to write the final 

exam will result in the grade ABS.  Deferred final exams are available ONLY if the student is in good 

standing in the course. 

 

Approval of final grades: Standing in a course is determined by the course instructor subject to the 

approval of the Faculty Dean. This means that grades submitted by an instructor may be subject to 

revision. No grades are final until they have been approved by the Dean. 

 

Connect Email Accounts: All email communication to students from the Department of Political Science 

will be via Connect. Important course and University information is also distributed via the Connect email 

system. It is the student’s responsibility to monitor their Connect account.  

 

Carleton Political Science Society: The Carleton Political Science Society (CPSS) has made its 

mission to provide a social environment for politically inclined students and faculty. Holding social events, 

debates, and panel discussions, CPSS aims to involve all political science students in the after-hours 

academic life at Carleton University. Our mandate is to arrange social and academic activities in order to 

instill a sense of belonging within the Department and the larger University community. Members can 

benefit through numerous opportunities which will complement both academic and social life at Carleton 

University. To find out more, please email carletonpss@gmail.com, visit our website at poliscisociety.com, 

or come to our office in Loeb D688. 

 

Official Course Outline: The course outline posted to the Political Science website is the official course 

outline. 
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