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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this paper is to introduce a framework to analyse water politics and governance. The framework has been 
constructed from a social constructivist perspective. This theory places attention on the role of normative aspects like 
ideology, values, interests and culture in politics. This means that a theory of international relations such as neorealism, 
neoliberalism or structuralism would be appropriate but limiting for the analysis of water politics, in terms of the range 
of actors, processes and issues focused on. The framework’s niche lies in that it focuses attention on non-state actors. This 
carries the potential to widen the understanding of the role and involvement of such actors in water politics and governance. 
The framework has five components: description of the geographic area or issue; the actors involved in water politics and 
governance; the (hydropolitical) history of the issue; the actors’ power to enable change; and the type of interaction between 
the actors. In order to illustrate the components, examples from South and Southern Africa, and specifically the Kunene, 
Limpopo, Okavango and Orange River basins are used.
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this paper is to introduce a framework to 
analyse water politics and governance in order to highlight 
aspects that are lesser known within the South African water 
discourse and to introduce and further a critical understand-
ing of water issues. Water politics is defined as the authoritative 
allocation and/or use of international and national freshwater 
resources. Within this authoritative allocation, the relation-
ships between states and non-state entities, such as individuals 
and interest groups, play an important role (Meissner, 1998a; 
Turton, 2002). In other words, it is not only state entities that 
are involved in water politics. This is also the case with govern-
ance. Governance is defined as the result of interactive socio-
economic and political forms of governing that result in prob-
lem solving and opportunity creation (Rhodes, 1996; Kooiman, 
2008; Meissner, 2013). Considering these non-state-centric 
definitions of water politics and governance, the framework is 
flexible, dynamic and progressive, in the sense that it is appli-
cable to any situation where actors collaborate or oppose each 
other in an issue area. An issue area can range from the func-
tioning of wastewater treatment works in a municipality to the 
politics and governance in part of a river basin. The framework, 
apart from being an organising tool, assists in the identifica-
tion of factors that influence the interaction between actors, the 
manner in which they govern systems and the socio-political 
variables that influence their conduct. This could be a valuable 
addition that could enrich the development of scenarios in the 
management of water resources and water services, especially 
where institutions need to deal with complexities, particularly 
in finding a balance between society’s and the environment’s 
water needs (Claassen et al., 2013).

For the framework to be dynamic and progressive, it is 
necessary to not construct it with a specific or dominant theo-
retical paradigm in mind. This means that a theory drawn 
from international relations, such as neorealism, neoliberal-
ism or structuralism, would be appropriate but limiting in 
terms of the range of actors, processes and issues focused on. 
Such theories have a predominantly exclusive focus on state 
actors, the organisations they create, the treaties they sign and 
implement as well as the political elite that lead these institu-
tions. This seems to be the predominant theoretical founda-
tion used to do water research at the domestic level in South 
Africa. With respect to advancing understanding, doing 
research from such a foundation is unsatisfactory; a close link 
exists between theory and policy/decision making and if one 
theoretical paradigm dominates, policy makers do not have 
a variety of theoretical choices to base policy decisions on 
(George, 1994). This means that responses to problems and 
the generation of opportunities could fall short of expected 
returns. The framework presented in this paper has been con-
structed from a social constructivist perspective. This theory 
places attention on the role of normative aspects in politics, 
such as ideology, values, interests and culture.

Since the framework’s objectives are to analyse, explain 
and predict interactions around issues, its constitutive ele-
ments must encapsulate this problematique (Meissner, 2004). 
This is the framework’s niche – it presents alternatives to deci-
sion makers in the understanding of the politics and govern-
ance of water resource management. There are of course other 
frameworks. Franks and Cleaver’s (2007) framework focuses 
on non-state actors from a sociology perspective to determine 
the impact of water governance systems on the poor (Franks 
and Cleaver, 2007). Said differently, frameworks for analysis 
have specific purposes based on the research agenda of the 
researcher(s). For instance, Ostrom’s (2007) framework, in 
part, discounts the pervasiveness of panaceas or cure-alls in 
decision-making. The task of Schmeier’s (2012) theoretical 
framework is to assess the various determinants of river basin 
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organisation effectiveness in order to improve effectiveness 
where deficiencies exist. Zeitoun and Warner (2006) developed 
a framework to analyse transboundary conflict from a struc-
tural perspective. Their framework focusses to a large extent on 
the power relationship between states in transboundary river 
basins (Zeitoun and Warner, 2006).

Puchala (1971 p. 358) points out that ‘a general theory 
of international politics [is] an inventory of dependent and 
independent variables, a series of process models and a set of 
statements about cause and effect’. This is also the case with 
a framework for analysis as well as the theoretical paradigms 
underlying such a framework. By identifying variables and 
statements concerning cause and effect, patterns are discerned 
in the interaction between actors.  Expecting linear progression 
from one variable to the other, especially when including non-
state entities in the analysis of water politics and governance, 
can introduce blind spots in the analysis and understanding of 
water politics and governance. The reason for this is that states 
are not the only actors that possess ‘agential power’ (Hobson, 
2007); they are not the only actors that play a meaningful role 
in governance and politics. Individuals can also posess agen-
tial power and exercise this to initiate change (Kerkvliet, 1995; 
Hobson, 2000; Meissner, 2004; Rosenau, 2008; Hobson and 
Seabrooke, 2007). The agency people exert can even exist in 
societies that are considered to be so dominated by the state 
that people and civil society are considered unable to exercise 
any meaningful power over state control processes (Kerkvliet, 
1995; Meissner, 2005). The framework must therefore be as 
comprehensive as possible, and also make provision for the 
inclusion of other actors such as individuals, rural communities 
and tribal leaders, in order to highlight interactive processes. It 
also needs to consider the normative dimension of interactions 
such as beliefs and values.

The paper consists of three sections. The first deals with 
the notion of ‘agential power’ outlined by Hobson (2000). The 
second part is a presentation of the suggested framework for 
analysis. The framework is divided into five components: 
•	 description of the geographic area or issue
•	 the actors involved in water politics and governance
•	 the (hydropolitical) history of the issue
•	 the actors’ power capabilities to enable change 
•	 the type of interaction between the actors. 

Throughout the paper, I will use examples from South and 
Southern Africa to illustrate some of the arguments in order to 
indicate what can be gained from the framework.

AGENTIAL POWER

Power is one of the most fundamental ideas in political inquiry 
(Rothgeb, 1993). Strange (1996 p. 12, 13) remarks that ‘politics 
is a common activity; it is not confined to politicians and their 
officials.’ The individual, sometimes belonging to a group, 
sometimes acting on his or her own accord, can also be the 
bearer of political power alongside bureaucrats and politicians. 
Despite this, can it be taken for granted that all actors have 
power in all situations? Who has more power and who has 
less in a given situation? This question is addressed in John M. 
Hobson’s The State and International Relations. He bases his 
study on a formulation of different types of ‘agential power’ 
and how they relate to state and non-state entities (Hobson and 
Seabrooke, 2007). 

Hobson’s (2000) description and classification of ‘agential 
power’ are useful because they indicate how ‘agential power’ 

relates to the relationships between actors. Hobson (2000 
p. 5–10) divides ‘agential power’ into two main categories: 
‘domestic agential power’ and ‘international agential power’. 
While Hobson mostly focuses on agential state power, this 
framework explores Hobson’s definition with the assumption 
that agential power is in the hands of various other types of 
actors and not only the state. I will put his definitions differ-
ently, so that they will incorporate both state and non-state 
actors, but still capture the essence of agential power. I will, 
nonetheless, retain the distinction between domestic and inter-
national ‘agential power’.

When an actor has domestic agential power it has the 
ability to develop domestic or foreign policy and shape the 
domestic realm, free of domestic social-structural require-
ments or the interests of other actors (Hobson 2000). 
International agential power concerns the ability of an actor 
to make foreign policy and shape the international realm, 
free of international structural requirements or the inter-
ests of other international actors (Hobson, 2000). Agential 
power gives actors agency to influence their environment 
and each other (Hobson and Seabrooke, 2007). In a broad 
sense, these definitions are similar to the idea of autonomy 
(Hobson, 2000 p. 5). Autonomy is a situation where an actor 
has sovereignty over its actions, when it is self-governed or 
self-determined (Reath, 1998). ‘A very autonomous [actor], if 
there is such an entity, invariably acts as it chooses to act, and 
does not act when it prefers not to do so’ (Nordlinger, 1981 p. 
8). Autonomy varies over time and concerning specific policy 
issues. Put simply, the autonomy of an actor infers that an 
entity can act without interference from other actors.

For some analysts, a clear trade-off always exists between 
the amount of power held by non-state entities and that of the 
state; the one always has more power than the other (e.g. Earle 
et al., 2010). Following Hobson (2000), a ‘structurationist’ 
approach is applied in this framework, which encompasses a 
comprehensive ‘both/and’ understanding. The logic behind 
this approach rests on the premise that strong states and 
strong societies can exist at the same time and a more levelled 
playing field exists. There are no clear trade-offs of power 
capabilities between actors. Said differently, it is not always 
clear that what the one gains, the other loses. The way this 
logic can be imagined is to assume that actors possess ‘embed-
ded autonomy’ or ‘governed interdependence’, which can also 
be referred to as ‘reflexive agential power’ (Hobson, 2000: 
227). ‘Reflexive agential power’ hints at the ‘ability of [an 
actor] to embed itself in a broad array of social forces…’, that 
is class and normative structures. Hobson’s idea of ‘reflexive 
agential power’ is that as an actor becomes more reflexive, 
its governing capacity grows, because it is less isolated from 
society and other actors. If, for instance, the state succeeds in 
broadening its network of collaboration with a comprehensive 
range of social forces and state and non-state structures, it 
increases its power. This is one way to indicate where the link 
between politics and governance lies with governance being 
the result of interactive socio-economic and political forms of 
governing (Rhodes, 1994) that result in problem solving and 
opportunity creation (Kooiman, 2008).

FRAMEWORK FOR ANALYSIS

A number of components of the framework for analysis can 
be identified: delimitation and description of the geographic 
area; the actors involved in water politics and governance; the 
(hydro political) history of the river basin or issue area;  the 
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actors’ power capabilities to enable change; and the type of 
interaction between the actors. These five components are suf-
ficient in encapsulating the politics and governance of resource 
management. The intention of the framework is not to be the 
final word, so to speak, on the matter. This means that it can be 
further developed in future by other researchers that can mix 
and match these five components with other components. In 
addition, with these components in hand, a researcher would 
be able to get a nuanced sense of the factors having a bearing on 
actor relationships, as well as the relationship between human 
agents and the natural environment (Meissner, 2004), which 
should not be ignored in analyses of this nature.

The geographic area

The geographic area of the river basin, sub-basin or qua-
ternary (i.e. smaller units of analysis) is used as the point 
of departure for the framework since important sources of 
water and other resources for society and the natural environ-
ment are located here. This is especially true for countries in 
semi-arid or arid regions such as South Africa. A quaternary 
catchment is the lowest and most detailed level of operational 
catchment in South Africa for general planning purposes 
(Midgley et al., 1994). The Department of Water Affairs 
(DWA) has delineated South Africa, Swaziland and Lesotho, 
into 22 primary catchments. These have, in turn, been divided 
into secondary, tertiary and, finally, 1 949 quaternary catch-
ments, interlinked and hydrologically cascading, with an 
average surface area of 650 km2 (maximum 18 146 km2 and 
minimum 48 km2) (Schulze, 2006).

The geographical demarcation can highlight the river’s 
unique characteristics. This distinctiveness indicates the 
purposes the river is used for such as the benefits derived 
from it (Sadoff and Gray, 2000). The geographical demarca-
tion of river basins, sub-basins and quaternaries also provides 
an indicator of possible intervening variables that impact on 
water scarcities or abundances. These variables include the 
climatological and hydrological characteristics of a system 
(Elhance, 1999). The biophysical environment can therefore be 
seen as an ‘entity’ that determines the politics and governance 
of the resources (Meissner, 2003) and can create opportunities 
to solve problems.

The geographical delimitation of sub-basins and quaternar-
ies is included since the river basin would appear to no longer 
be the most appropriate unit of analysis; quaternary analyses 
can yield just as much information about water politics than 
if one were to research the entire river basin. For instance, in 
Quaternaries A63E and A71L in the South African portion 
of the Limpopo River basin (see the map below), the political 
interactions among actors are of such a nature that it is com-
parable to a larger geographical area (Meissner, 2011); that is 
if the focus of analysis include non-state actors, because as the 
number of actors increases, so too does the system’s degree of 
complexity. It is, furthermore, important to look at sub-basins 
and quaternaries for a number of reasons: 
•	 to understand complexities
•	 to reveal more issues and processes in the geographic area 

in question than would be readily visible when analysing 
the entire river basin

•	 to free the analyst from the constraints of geographical 
determinism and an explicit state-centric and top-down 
focus

•	 ironically, to enlarge the research space and reveal the  
presence of a more nuanced water politics and governance.

Actors

As indicated earlier, the demarcation of a geographic area gives 
an indication of the actors involved in the politics and govern-
ance of water resource management. These include sovereign 
states that share an international river basin, as well as other 
actors active within the basin including non-state entities such 
as interest groups, farmers, traditional leaders and multina-
tional corporations. These actors are identified and classified 
according to three spheres of involvement: the actors in the 
core, semi-periphery and outer-periphery (see Fig. 2) (Meissner, 
1998a) of the geographic or issue area.

Three sets of actors play a role in politics and governance. 
The first set comprises those actors who share the system or 
are directly involved in the issue. These can be riparian states 
but also communities living in, or interest groups active in, the 
river basin. The second set is made up of those actors within the 
region who are external to the area in question (but who are not 
outside the country wherein the basin or quaternary is located). 
These actors can either be other states or non-state entities, 
including individuals. The third set consists of those actors 
who are external to the area or system and operating within the 
international or global environment. 

Figure 1
The Mogalakwena and the Sand tributaries indicating the A63E and A71L 
quaternaries (Source: Meissner, 2011; map produced by Ashton Maherry, 

Council for Scientific and Industrial Research).

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Actors external to the region 
and basin with an interest in 
the water resources of the 
international river. 

Actors within the 
region and external to 
the river basin in 
question.

Actors sharing the 
river system (the 
riparian states), and 
interest groups within 
the river basin. 

Figure 2
The different actors involved in a basin, sub-basin or quaternary. 

Source: Meissner (1998)
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The actors can interact in a complex interdependent 
manner with each other when managing water resources 
(Meissner, 1998). For instance, interest groups can form an 
alliance amongst themselves to collaborate on or oppose a 
policy or they can unite with states to implement the policy. 
In the early 1990s, Botswana planned the implementation of 
the Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development Plan 
(SOIWDP). The plan was, however, shelved after the govern-
ment was criticised by local and international interest groups, 
among them Greenpeace, for planning to implement the 
plan in the Okavango Delta (Neme, 1997, Meissner, 1998b; 
Heyns, 2003; Warner and Meissner, 2008). What should be 
noted though is that it is possible for interest groups and 
states to influence each other reciprocally, especially in cases 
where reflexive agential power is the order of the day. The 
influencing of the policy process does not always originate 
from civil society. If this is taken into consideration, the 
borders between the concentric rings not only start to blur 
but becomes misshapen as reciprocal influencing endeavours 
shape the actors in the different realms. 

The (hydropolitical) history

A description of the (hydropolitical) history of the area or issue 
serves a number of purposes.  It indicates which sets or types 
of actors are the most dominant in the system during certain 
periods, based on the nature and extent of the relationship 
between the actors over time. The (hydropolitical) history pro-
vides information about some of the interceding variables, such 
as a changed political environment, climate variability and the 
entry of aspirant stakeholders that have or could have a bear-
ing on the system’s performance. The history lastly connotes 
when and under which circumstances actors initiate influence 
during the policy process (Meissner, 2004). It should be noted 
that there is no prescribed time frame the researcher should 
use. The period to be considered depends on the researcher’s 
research agenda.

This is vividly illustrated by the start of irrigation schemes 
on the Orange River in the latter part of the 19th Century. It 
is thought that the Dutch Reformed Church initiated the first 
irrigation system at Kakamas in 1883. Under the guidance of 
Reverend Christian Schröder an irrigation furrow was com-
pleted on 2 May 1885 and the missionary station was able to 
irrigate its gardens from the Orange River (Macdonald, 1913; 
Green, 1948; Hopkins, 1978, Turton et al., 2004; Van Vuuren, 
2012). According to Legassick (1996: 371-372) ‘In organising 
[the Upington canal’s construction], Schroeder…took [his] lead 
from Abraham September, who had first led water from the 
Orange river’. It would appear that the Kakamas works were 
constructed after the Upington irrigation canal. According 
to the Standard Encyclopaedia of South Africa (1975 cited in 
Legassick, 1996 p. 372) ‘Upington owes its prosperity mainly 
to agriculture and the development of irrigation along the 
Orange River. Here, at Upington, Schroeder as missionary 
among families of mixed European and other descent designed 
the first irrigation canal of the lower Orange River, a scheme 
so successfully applied at Kakamas in later years’. Legassick’s 
(1996) research does not only indicate that previous historians 
were incorrect, but incorrect in a profound manner. Abraham 
September, as a non-white landowner and farmer, was most 
likely responsible for the first irrigation works on the Orange. 
What’s more, an institution, the Dutch Reformed Church, took 
its cue from September indicating that the individual was the 
initial change-enabling agent.

AGENTIAL POWER DETERMINANTS

Because the exercise of ‘agential power’ is issue, time and situ-
ation related, different forms and sources of power concerning 
a policy issue or action will be used by actors. Stern (2000 p. 
143–144) is of the opinion that, ‘[t]he problem with ‘power’ is 
that it has so many different connotations that no single and 
agreed meaning to suit all contexts and occasions is possible’. 
In this sense, power can indicate a relationship between actors 
on the international stage as well as other levels such as the 
domestic and quaternary. It is within this conceptualisation of 
power, as a relationship between actors, that the concept ‘agen-
tial power’ becomes relevant since ‘agential power’ is exercised 
in relationships and structures (Hobson, 2000; Meissner, 2004; 
Hobson and Seabrooke, 2007).

This framework employs Mann’s (1993a) power determi-
nants: ideological, economic and political power. These sources 
of power are able to bring about change or influence the policy 
implementation efforts of actors and will indicate how actors 
think about issues, and their motivations for policy implemen-
tation. Mann (1993a) believes that power sources or determi-
nants can be autonomous. For instance, ideological power can 
be in the hands of non-state entities or individuals that possess 
little or no political power. Similarly, the political power of an 
actor does not mean that it will be endowed with ideological 
power. Mann (1993a) furthermore notes that in a specific soci-
etal context at a certain time more than one source of power 
might be manipulated by an entity. To reiterate, not all sources 
of power are ever in the hands of one actor or group of actors 
at the same time. The reason for this is that societies are inter-
dependent and consist of various complex systems. In short, 
networks of power reach across geographical space and time, 
therefore preventing a single actor (individually or collectivity) 
from possessing all power sources at once (Haralambos and 
Holborn, 2000: 634).

Ideological power

An ideology is an action-orientated set of ideas that are the 
foundation for political activities or action (Heywood, 1997). 
The source of ideological power lies, firstly, in the human need 
to discover meaning in life, to allot norms and values, and to 
partake in aesthetic and ritual exercises. The control over an 
ideology that links meanings, values, norms, aesthetics and 
rituals conveys general social power (Mann, 1993a). Ideological 
power is diffused and develops an actor or organisation’s 
inherent morale (Mann, 1993a). An ideology therefore acts as a 
medium that instructs entities on the moral stance they should 
take regarding certain actions. Ideology has a bearing on an 
actor’s identity which in turn informs its policy actions.

Ideologies, in combination with doctrines, create the 
intellectual frame of reference through which decision mak-
ers perceive reality. A doctrine is part of an ideology, and, 
because of this, ideologies can rationalise and justify the choice 
of policy preferences. Furthermore, ideologies are legitimat-
ing emblems, by which a group or an individual sanctifies its 
activities (Holzner, 1972; Holsti, 1995). Ideologies demarcate 
interpretations of reality and values that serves as the claims 
for power and the activities of actors (Holzner, 1972). As such, 
ideology and political power are interrelated; realities construct 
ideologies and, in turn, influence the means, actors and cir-
cumstances through which policies are formulated. 

Every actor within the system has an ideology that cor-
responds with its power base, success, economic level, internal 
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structure and identity (Ennaji, 1999). In addition, discourses 
play an important role because they describe expressions 
of policy actions or influence that are seen as asymmetrical 
power relations in a system (Thompson, 1987). A discourse is 
the manner in which people converse about something or an 
action (Grint and Woolgar, 1992; Potter and Wetherell, 1994; 
Jägerskog, 2003). Discourse is an area where various relations 
of power between participants in a debate, over a certain issue, 
are enacted (Ennaji, 1999 p. 152). Korten (1990 p. 124) says that 
non-state entities and social movements are not motivated to 
act because of their budgets or organisational structure, but 
rather by ideas, or more precisely by a vision of a better world 
and future for people. Budgets and structures are resources to 
achieve an end. Vision finds expression within the discourse 
utilised by the actor.

An ideology-free discourse does not exist (Ennaji, 1999). 
Power, ideology and discourse are interrelated aspects 
within the debates between actors. For instance, inter-
est groups started to voice their opposition towards the 
Lesotho Highlands Water Project (LHWP) in the mid-1990s 
(Meissner, 2000). The moment they became involved, the dis-
course changed. No longer were water resource management 
projects like the LHWP predominantly viewed as benevolent 
and good in providing water to society. Interest groups started 
to question the viability of the LHWP and its benefits to both 
Lesotho and South Africa in general and the Lesotho com-
munities that would be affected by the Project, in particular. 
The interest groups, ranging from churches to environmental 
interest groups, even advocated for water demand manage-
ment to be implemented in South Africa’s economic heart-
land, Gauteng, where most of the water from the Project 
would be used. This meant that citizens in both countries, 
as part of these groups and organisations, empowered them-
selves with alternative discourses, whereas in the past they 
unquestioningly accepted the knowledge forwarded by the 
governments, project planners and managers. This change 
in attitude towards the LHWP was therefore discursive 
(Meissner, 2004; Jacobs, 2012) with its source in the ideologi-
cal stances of the interest groups and churches, representing 
the interests of the environment and the local communities 
and a vision of a ‘better world’ for the affected communities in 
Lesotho after they had been relocated.

How can the researcher ascertain influence through a  
specific ideology? He or she should consider the social- 
historical circumstances of collaborating and opposing  
actors, how they produce discourses and the nature thereof 
concerning a certain issue. Discourses are produced, distrib-
uted, and received by people who are located in particular 
social-historical circumstances. These conditions are char-
acterised by certain institutional arrangements. In the words 
of one observer ‘[t]he study of ideology must be based on 
the social-historical analysis of the conditions within which 
forms of discourse are produced and received, conditions 
which include the relations of domination which meaning 
serves to sustain’ (Thompson, 1987 p. 525).  The researcher 
could also look at how actors articulate future visions or what 
they are striving for, in other words, their purpose for exist-
ing. Determining the ideological ‘make-up’ of an actor will be 
a primary diagnosis from which the researcher can do a more 
thorough analysis. Other sources of power, like economic and 
political power, will assist in ‘painting’ a fuller picture and it 
is here where budgets and structures, referred to above, start 
to play a meaningful role.

Economic power

Economic power originates from the necessity to abstract, 
transmute, disburse, and use natural resources (Mann, 1993a). 
Water is needed in every economic activity, for electricity 
generation, the production of food, manufacturing, and at the 
household level. Water is a natural resource with economic as 
well as environmental utility. This is enshrined in the Dublin 
Principles. The first principle states that, ‘[f]resh water is a finite 
and vulnerable resource, essential to sustain life, development 
and the environment.’ The fourth principle regards the eco-
nomic value of water: ‘[w]ater has an economic value in all its 
competing uses and should be recognised as an economic good’ 
(GWP, 2003).

Because of water’s status as an economic resource, it must 
be mobilised before it can be used in factories and homes, at 
least in the majority of societies. Infrastructure must be pro-
vided to move water from point A to B, and the water must be 
in a form that is suitable for different uses. Drinking water must 
be of a high quality, and this entails the cleansing of water by 
some means of purification. Whether it is a large dam or a new 
water network for a city, these infrastructural projects carry a 
cost. On top of these expenditures are the costs to establish a 
bureaucracy to facilitate and oversee the management of water 
resources. Such institutions are usually government depart-
ments. Examples are South Africa’s Department of Water 
Affairs or parastatal and private water companies such as Rand 
Water and the Trans-Caledon Tunnel Authority (TCTA). A 
resource, usually of a financial, technical and political charac-
ter, is needed to mobilise another resource (Meissner, 2004), not 
to mention the required human resources.

A useful distinction here is first-order and second-order 
resources. A first-order resource is the basic primary resource 
and it is usually in its natural form. It can become either 
sparser or more abundant over time relative to population 
growth and climate variability. A second-order resource is the 
resource needed to transform the primary resource. Second-
order resources also have an added dimension in that they also 
involve institutional arrangements to oversee the management 
of first-order resources. For instance, financial and technical 
(second order) resources are needed to build a hydro-electric 
power plant to use water (first order resource) for the produc-
tion of electricity. This is usually done under the auspices of a 
government department (institutional arrangements) (Turton 
and Ohlsson, 1999; Meissner, 2004). Under this component 
the researcher needs to address a couple of questions. Does an 
actor have the financial resources to implement an infrastruc-
tural programme? How do non-state actors go about changing 
aspects in the economy of a society that will have a positive or 
negative bearing on the resource system? For instance, how 
much does a corporation invest in its water stewardship pro-
gramme or interaction with other stakeholders in safeguarding 
an aquatic system? What are the financial costs of suspending 
the policy action or adding more components so that it com-
plies with the wishes of other actors?

Political power

Mann’s (1993b) idea of power as despotic and infrastructural 
power is instructive when investigating political power. I am 
using Mann’s (1993b) categorisation since it is in line with 
Hobson’s (2000) notion of ‘reflexive agential power’. Despotic 
power refers to the ‘range of actions that the elite is empowered 
to undertake without routine, institutionalised negotiations 
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with civil society groups’ (Mann, 1988 p. 5 cited in Hobson, 
2000). It is argued that states with despotic power are weak 
because they are unable to reach the entire society and, to a cer-
tain extent, exist in isolation. Many modern states do not have 
high levels of despotic power; at the same time they have high 
levels of infrastructural power. The latter provides them with 
the means to rule more directly and effectively than ancient 
or medieval state entities that relied on the nobility (Hobson, 
2000) as a power base.

Infrastructural power is ‘the capacity of the state to actu-
ally penetrate civil society and to implement logistically politi-
cal decisions throughout the realm’ (Mann, 1988 p. 5; Mann, 
1993a: 55 cited in Hobson, 2000). Infrastructural power can 
alternatively also be defined as power through or with, rather 
than power seen as contra or above civil society. States can pos-
sess an elevated governing capacity to such an extent that it is 
capable of extending its governing capacity into society to real-
ise its policies (Hobson, 2000 p. 198, 199). Said differently, civil 
society is used as a conductor through which state policies can 
be realised. Civil society, in partnership with the state, helps to 
facilitate the formulation and implementation of policies. This 
is also the case for the relations between non-state actors engag-
ing each other over a policy, especially in situations or contexts 
with minimal or no governmental presence. 

The analyst should consider the regulatory mechanisms 
encouraging civil society to operate freely as well as those 
instruments that instil a respect for human rights. These 
instruments form the foundation for a civil society to operate 
freely, which is a critical element for the realisation of infra-
structural power. If an actor does not respect the existence 
of another, it is highly unlikely that that actor will extend its 
governing capacity into the realm of the second actor. It is not 
enough to ascertain the existence of such mechanisms, how 
they manifest in society is also of importance and here the 
interaction between actors become important. What is also 
of significance in this regard is to investigate instances where 
partnerships between actors exist. The nature and extent of 
collaboration and/or contestation can give a first impression 
of such a relationship. What is important to consider here is 
that collaboration is not always the be-all and end-all or desir-
able end result. Through contestation actors can also create 
opportunities for solving problems.

When Namibia decided to construct the Epupa Dam, on 
the Kunene River (shared by Angola and Namibia), in the 
mid-1990s, the government initiated a feasibility study. The 
OvaHimba were  stakeholders to be affected by the construc-
tion of the dam since they rely to a large extent on the river 
as a source of water and grazing for their cattle. Even so, and 
according the OvaHimba, the government did not appoint a 
credible liaison body to facilitate communication between them 
and the government. The responsibility eventually fell on a 
team from the University of Namibia to discuss compensation 
issues with the OvaHimba. However, the OvaHimba already 
had contact with the Legal Assistance Centre (LAC), a human 
rights interest group based in Windhoek and had established 
a ‘relationship of trust’ with the LAC. Instead of talking to the 
OvaHimba chief, Hikunimue Kapika, directly, the University 
team apparently by-passed Kapika and approached one of his 
councillors. The OvaHimba saw this as an effort to under-
mine the Himba traditional leadership (Stott et al., 2000). This 
resulted in a breakdown of communication between the fea-
sibility study team and the OvaHimba. The consortium fund-
ing the study noted that this shortcoming can be laid before 
the door of the Angolan and Namibian governments since it 

was their responsibility to facilitate the community consulta-
tion process (Maletsky, 1998: The Namibian, 18 December 
1998). There was therefore no regular consultation with the 
OvaHimba during the feasibility study phase (Meissner, 2004) 
and instead of getting buy-in from the OvaHimba; authorities 
got the cold shoulder for the project. Here despotic power was 
more prevalent than infrastructural power.

In summary, systems are primarily structured by enmeshed 
ideological, economic and political power. These sources of 
power do not subsist in a pure form. ‘Actual power organisa-
tions mix them, as they are necessary to social existence and 
to each other’ (Mann, 1993a p. 9). Said differently, the power 
sources exist in any type of organisation and are needed by 
such organisations to achieve their goals. Moreover, actors in 
governance systems sustain each other, but also use the sources 
of power available to them to undermine one another to further 
their interests and demands or collaborate on matters of mutual 
interest.

Nonetheless, the power sources determine the capabilities 
that actors have in a governance system. What should also be 
considered is the nature of interaction, or relationships, among 
actors (as noted above when discussing infrastructural power). 
This is significant because the power capabilities of an actor can 
be less important when the interaction among the actors is not 
considered. How actors respond to each other should also be 
taken into account when analysing their interactive behaviour. 
‘It can even be argued that, with respect to any situation, issue, 
or problem, boredom is bound to set in if analysis does not turn 
soon from capabilities to relationships’ (Rosenau, 1990 p. 184). 
The following section says a bit more about what the researcher 
has to look for when analysing actor relations.

Interaction between the actors

Within a system, a number of actors can interact with one 
another in a variety of ways. In competitive situations, the 
accomplishment of objectives by one actor clashes with the 
fulfilment of goals by other actors. The concluding action that 
can develop can vary from the breakdown in communication 
to outright physical violence (e.g. war). Complementary actions 
between the actors facilitate or promote cooperation. This usu-
ally manifests in cooperative agreements, pacts, memoranda 
of understanding, memoranda of agreement and gentlemen’s 
agreements. A mixture of both cooperative and competi-
tive interactions between the actors is also possible. In such a 
situation, actors pursue a multiplicity of goals. Some aims are 
incompatible and can lead to competition or contestation,  
while others are in accord and are sought and attained through 
complementary endeavours (Puchala, 1971) with varying 
shades of grey in between.

In a similar vein, Soroos (1986 p. 6) remarks that ‘…politics 
is a rich and perplexing mixture of trends and counter-trends’. 
What he means by this is that for any given period, conflict and 
confrontation can exist alongside cooperation and accommo-
dation. The three patterns of interaction will always be dis-
cernible within the dynamics of water politics and governance 
(Meissner, 1998).

How are these interactive patterns manifested? Efforts 
to control or influence, and the exercise of power regarding 
goals, develop in a relational context. A spectrum of control 
and change-enabling techniques can be discerned within a 
relational context at any level of governance and politics. ‘Brute 
force and other forms of physical coercion are found at the for-
mer extreme, scientific proof and reason at the latter’ (Rosenau, 
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1990 p. 182). Responses to control enabling techniques can also 
be placed on a spectrum. These range from full agreement and 
compliance, at the one end, to disagreement and defiance at the 
other. ‘Between these two extremes lie such reactions as avoid-
ance, disputation, delay, and counter-force. Somewhere in the 
middle of the [spectrum] are the responses of disinterest and 
apathy’ (Rosenau, 1990 p. 185) (see Fig. 3).

It is important to note that actors are able to use these control 
techniques on each other or to change circumstances. This is also 
true for responses to these techniques. For instance, a coalition 
of interest groups can use scientific proof as a control technique 
in their relationship with a mining company to influence the 
company not to implement certain policies or to engage in 
cooperative endeavours. The particular company in question 
can respond either through disagreement and defiance or full 
agreement and compliance. It can also produce and disseminate 
scientific proof on reasons why the policy or programme should 
go ahead. This can evoke a response from interest groups either 
in the form of disagreement and defiance or full agreement. 
Control and change-enabling techniques beget responses to 
control techniques and vice versa. More than one technique can 
be employed at once or over time, and this is when the historical 
context becomes important to consider. By investigating the his-
tory of the issue, researchers are able to see how the relationship 
has changed over time. This will give an indication of the differ-
ent internal and external variables that impact on the relations 
and how such relationships impact on the system.

Why is it important to identify the type of interaction 
between actors? If the kind of interaction is known, it will be 
possible to determine the nature and degree of the relationship 
between actors. To reiterate, the nature and degree of control 
or deviance vary constantly and are not the same at any given 
moment. To be sure, by identifying the degree of control it is 
possible to detect the overall relationship between actors over 
time. In a situation where Actor A does not comply with the 
control and change-enabling techniques of Actor B, they will 
have incompatible reasons for the implementation of a policy. 
In addition, it will help distinguish the point of view the actor is 
identifying with. This will furthermore indicate how resources 
are managed, and whose ideas prevail. In other words, the 
focus should be on the interests and issues of actors, and how 
they convert these interests and issues into control and change-
enabling techniques (Rosenau, 1990).

More than that, one of the consequences of control relations 
is authority. Decisions are made and implemented through 
authority. Relationships of authority are those ‘…patterns of [an 
entity] wherein some of its members are accorded the right to 
make decisions, set rules, allocate resources, and formulate pol-
icies for the rest of the members, who, in turn, comply with the 

decisions, rules and policies made by the authorities’ (Rosenau, 
1990 p. 186). Authority relations are inherent in any group 
where people undertake collective activities (Rosenau, 1990). 
Yet, it should also be mentioned that the individual, either on 
his or her own or part of a collective, can enter and exit author-
ity relations. Put in another way, it is not only within groups 
that authority relations subsist, but also outside and between 
individuals not part of groups (Meissner, 2004). In this regard, 
complexity thinking becomes apt to understand relations 
(Meissner, 1998), where individuals are nodes of interaction 
within and outside groups considered as systems of relations.

This is illustrated by the following example. In January 
1998, the Highlands Church Action Group (HCAG), a Lesotho-
based interest group, released a report on a survey that was 
conducted in the Lesotho Highlands Water Project area. The 
report concluded that 75% of the Highland villagers affected by 
the project believed that their standard of living had decreased 
since the start of the project. The report also noted that 40% 
of the 93 households surveyed claimed their grievances and 
compensation claims had not been addressed. Only two 
households were satisfied with the compensation (The Star, 21 
January 1998; Business Day, 19 March 1998; Meissner, 2004). 
The HCAG commented on the findings that: ‘The inaction on 
the cases shows, at best, a lack of co-ordination and organisa-
tion within the [Lesotho Highlands Development Authority 
(LHDA)] bureaucracy. At worst, it demonstrates a lack of 
respect for affected people as well as a lack of co-operation 
with non-government organisations’ (The Star, 21 January 
1998). Even so, the South African Department of Water Affairs 
and Forestry (DWAF) responded to this ‘scientific proof ’ 
through disagreement, counter-force and disputation. The 
Department noted that it was satisfied that compensation was 
adequately addressed by the LHDA (The Star, 21 January 1998 
p. 5; Meissner, 2004 p. 259). A survey conducted by the LHDA 
indicated that all but 14 of 679 complaints lodged in the Phase 
1A area had been settled to the satisfaction of the parties con-
cerned (The Star, 21 January 1998; Meissner, 2004).

CONCLUSION

The purpose of the framework is to facilitate analysis of the 
relationships between actors, in terms of their relative agen-
tial power vis-à-vis each other, in the politics and governance 
of water resource management. This will assist practitioners 
to think about water politics and governance in a more sys-
tematic way, since the framework highlights aspects that can 
be considered invisible in water issues. Said differently, the 
framework represents a more complete way of analysing water 
politics and governance. The examples used throughout the 
paper indicate that it is not only the state and its government 
apparatus that holds agential power. The individual,  
for example Abraham September, as well as interest groups, 
like the HCAG and communities such as the OvaHimba, 
can also have a change-enabling influence on water resource 
management. This does not mean that if these groups agen-
tial power is high, the state’s agential power must be low. The 
‘structurationist’ approach employed by Hobson (2000) notes  
that strong states and non-state entities can exist alongside 
each other and share the same geographical area. If actors 
choose to become reflexive, their agency might increase 
substantially. Also of importance is that the geographical 
demarcation at the start of an analysis does not necessarily 
have to be at basin level; it can also be at sub-basin and even 
the quaternary level.
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The framework is not definitive or final. Even so, it is hoped 
that it will spur future research endeavours to concentrate 
not only on the state and its governmental apparatus in water 
resource management, but also on the role and involvement 
of non-state entities and even the individual. State-centric 
analytical lenses only paint a partial picture and at times can 
be downright misleading. Much knowledge and understand-
ing can be gained by looking into the circumstances under 
which non-state entities and individuals engage the state over 
water resource management, not only from a scientific perspec-
tive but also from a policy development and implementation 
point of view. It is my contention that the first step in such 
an enterprise would be to move away from the utilisation of 
state-centric theories and to endorse a programme where other 
critical theories that highlight the role and involvement of 
non-state entities are employed. What’s more, it might also be 
prudent to analyse the linkage between politics and governance 
in a more nuanced manner and to broaden our understanding 
of this relationship. The two processes seem mutually inclusive 
and feed off each other. The nature and extent of this symbiosis 
could also assist in broadening our knowledge base in the man-
agement of natural resources. Having said that, it is also hoped 
that the framework would find application in other spheres of 
resources management and not just water resources.
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