
Chapter 28
The Need for a Value-Reflexive
Governance of Water in the Anthropocene

Simon Meisch

Abstract The paper reflects on the conditions for a value-reflexive governance of
water as a tool to contribute to Sustainable Development within the Anthropocene
and to deal with the social and political challenges along the way. Its contribution
consists in integrating value discourses in sustainable water governance. These
value discourses are necessary and unavoidable. While integrating more stake-
holders in problem solving and knowledge production leads to more value dis-
putes, it will at the same time strengthen the legitimacy of water governance.
A value-reflexive governance aims to make visible the values underlying scientific
and political concepts, and to treat value conflicts in an ethically informed and
structured way. The paper discusses conceptual considerations and critically
assesses the Anthropocene concept and deals with challenges to sustainable water
governance. It then argues that the approach of value-reflexive governance might
be useful for water governance and shows what questions need to be considered
conceptually: What are values? What is the contribution of ethics to a value-
reflexive governance of water? What is the relationship between good and value-
reflexive governance? As a result a pragmatically concept of values and a more
value-reflexive stance to values in governance is suggested.

The Anthropocene Concept

The term ‘Anthropocene’ is meant to describe the geological time period that
has been dominantly shaped by humans since the beginning of the Industrial
Revolution in the late 18th century (Crutzen 2002; Zalasiewicz et al. 2011). There
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is an ongoing discussion of the scientifically detected manifestations that led to the
classification of the Anthropocene as a new geological epoch (ICS 2013). Yet,
regardless of contested issues, global changes such as rapid expansion of mankind,
climate change, release of greenhouse gases and toxic substances, transformation
of landscape by humans, loss of biodiversity etc. are evident (Rockström et al.
2009; Zalasiewicz et al. 2010).

Conceptually, ‘Anthropocene’ encompasses more than empirical knowledge
about characteristics of geological eras. In addition to its scientific content, the
concept also encompasses a normative component calling for social and political
action in order to counteract global environmental changes and their detrimental
effects on humans and nature. The concept describes and evaluates states of the
world and fields of action and makes normative statements. It ‘‘[stresses] the
enormity of humanity’s responsibility as stewards of the Earth’’ (Crutzen and
Schwägerl 2013). A business-as-usual strategy is no longer possible, because
continuing with the status-quo would be ‘‘detrimental or even catastrophic for
large parts of the world’’ (Rockström 2009, p. 472).

‘Anthropocene’ can therefore be described as a ‘thick moral concept’ or
‘epistemic-moral hybrid’. Thick moral concepts comprise descriptive as well as
normative and evaluative elements, i.e. facts and value judgements, which are
closely intertwined in common language usage (‘thick’) but which nevertheless
can be separated analytically (Dietrich 2004, p. 21; cf. also Ricken 2003,
pp. 62–65). This hybrid raises meta-ethical as well as epistemological objections.
Meta-ethical objections refer to the ‘is-ought problem’ (or ‘naturalistic fallacy’)
according to which it is impossible to deduce normative statements about what
ought to be from descriptive statements about what is. The mere fact of global
environmental changes does not itself create obligations for action unless there is a
normative concept such as justice claiming that detrimental effects on human life
and nature are to be prevented. The epistemological objection is related to the
meta-ethical one. In conventional understanding, science is about objective facts.
As the Anthropocene concept is intertwined with normative statements, its sci-
entific soundness might be questioned (Autin and Holbrook 2011). The argument
made here is that there are scientific concepts (such as Biodiversity or Anthro-
pocene) that evolve and can be understood against the background of a certain
normative theory. Yet, they are neither naturalistic fallacy nor political ideology.
In epistemological terms, they can be described as ‘epistemic-moral hybrids’
(Potthast 2000, 2010). Regarding scientific concepts in such a way initiates an
interdisciplinary discourse on concepts themselves, their meanings and implica-
tions. More precisely, it enables reflection on underlying norms and values of the
Anthropocene.

Though the Anthropocene concept increasingly resonates within political and
public debates, it is still very much science-driven. Therefore, it is no surprise that
scientists are ascribed a prominent task in problem solving and guiding society
towards environmentally sustainable management during the era of the Anthro-
pocene (Crutzen 2002). According to Crutzen (2002), this involves scientific and
engineering measures on all scales up to internationally accepted, large-scale
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geo-engineering projects (for a critical view, cf. Ott and Baatz 2012). What could
be understood as self-authorisation of science (cf. Lövbrand et al. 2009) is not a
subject to be further discussed here. While acknowledging that science has an
important role to play in solving the major future challenges, other social actors
and their values also contribute to the solution. The paper turns next to issues that
must be considered in order to address value pluralism in dealing with water
problems within the Anthropocene.

Challenges to Sustainable Water Governance
in the Anthropocene

It has been mentioned above that the Anthropocene concept has to be understood
against a normative background. Since the Brundtland report in 1987, the concept
of Sustainable Development (SD) has become the political strategy to balance the
needs of humans and nature. The concept’s normative core is the idea of inter- and
intra-generational justice in the face of decreasing natural resources, the ecosys-
tems’ limited capacity to absorb human emissions, and the ongoing environmental
destruction. Briefly stated, SD dictates that humans are obligated to ensure that
everyone has the opportunity to live a self-determined and good life. In this
endeavour, we proceed in such a way that the natural basis necessary to live such a
life is at least retained (and in the best case extended) for all contemporary and
future humans (Meisch 2013; Voget-Kleschin 2013). On a normative level, action
in the Anthropocene refers to SD.

In many ways, water plays a crucial role in the transformation process to SD.
Even without the global environmental changes associated with the Anthropocene,
constituting and enforcing a human right to water constitutes a major task in itself.
Access to and allocation of water is unequal and often unfair due to regional
scarcities, changing consumption patterns and political entitlement (Kowarsch
2011). In the Anthropocene, human action has affected water and water systems in
many ways—ranging from ocean circulation, to river hydrology, to coastal zones,
and to local and regional projects (dams, channels) (Crutzen 2002; Rockström
2009). Besides social and political factors, anthropogenic change puts additional
stress on water resources and supply and thereby further complicates enforcing a
human right to water (Parry et al. 2007; Bals et al. 2008; Rockström et al. 2009).
However, as water is essentially connected to many other SD issues (e.g. food,
health and sanitation, social development etc.), it can also be seen as an ideal
starting point to address many sustainability issues and to cope with global change
in the Anthropocene (Steduto and Kuylenstierna 2009). Research platforms such
as the Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) or the Water, Energy and
Food Security Nexus explicitly point in this direction.

In recent years, many approaches in the water sciences and management have
emerged. Yet, while scientific debates develop steadily and substantially, progress
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in solving real world problems is lagging behind expectations: Non-SD endures,
water problems escalate and decisions remain urgent (Ingram 2011; Ostrom 2008).
Politics must be brought back into water governance by directly considering value
conflicts. This claim implies changing present practices e.g. by paying more
attention to policy implementation and power relations. An essential component of
this politicised water governance is water ethics. Water ethics deal with human
actions and social institutions that affect water. In particular, water ethics aims to
reflect normative and evaluative claims with regard to existing water practices and
institutions and tries to assess whether they contribute to solutions that conform to
the normative right or the evaluative good (cf. Düwell et al. 2011).

Coping with value conflicts that with regard to water are likely to happen
(Ingram 2011; Schmidt 2010) faces ethical challenges that will be considered here.
As many different values are ascribed to water, more politicised water governance
is most likely to be in need for a value-reflexive governance in order to deal with
competing values (Ingram 2006; Groenfeldt and Schmidt 2013; Groenfeldt 2013).
Paying more attention to the value dimension of politics opens up new opportu-
nities. For instance, there is an agreement within the political and scientific
community that contextual solutions to water problems are necessary (Ostrom
2007; Pahl-Wostl and Toonen 2009a). One consequence can be seen in a greater
participation of communities in developing water research issues and in imple-
menting possible findings (Ziegler and Ott 2011; Ingram 2011). Explicit debate on
values allows for a low-threshold entrance into ethical debates on sustainable
water governance. Therefore, facing the ethical dimension, in which the value-
dimension plays a central part, is not only vital for successful water governance
but also an opportunity for involving people into ethical debates on water gov-
ernance and water science. The discussion turns to the premises and conditions
for value dialogue. It argues for politicising water governance and reflects
about conceptual preconditions of a value-reflexive governance of water: it deals
with the concept of value and its relationship to ethics and compares good and
value-reflexive governance.

Value-Reflexive Governance of Water

Water Governance: Bringing Politics Back In

Though numerous scientific, technological and policy approaches to cope with
water issues have been pursued, actual results seem to be disappointing. Reasons
for failure are diverse and cannot be discussed in detail here (for an excellent
overview, cf. Ingram 2011). The paper focuses instead on water governance and
water ethics as essential parts of a solution. After being neglected by water
scholars and practitioners, the political dimension must be seen as an indispensable
component for sustainable innovations in water science and governance (Ingram
2011; Pahl-Wostl and Toonen 2009a; Hoppe and Wesselink 2011). Ignoring the
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political aspect of water and leaving it unmanaged also raises serious socio-ethical
questions. For instance, unmanaged water might leave the world’s poorest worst
off because it is likely more vulnerable to natural disasters or subject to informal
elite rule and corruption (‘iron law of oligarchy’) (cf. Meisch et al. 2012, p. 414).

It is reasonable to distinguish management and governance as many of the
previous shortcomings and failures can be traced back to the confusion of the two.
While management strives for effectiveness and efficiency, governance intends to
create legitimacy (Pahl-Wostl and Toonen 2009b). Making water policies more
efficient and effective does not make them more legitimate and socially accepted
when distributional effects or cultural factors are ignored (Ingram 2011; Ostrom
2008). Sustainable water governance needs to fulfil several tasks: unfolding and
settling value differences; finding legitimate policy solutions; dealing with
uncertainty and surprise due to climate change; and finally finding ways and means
for policy implementation. With regard to reforms of water policies, it seems to be
undisputed that panaceas or universal solutions that are supposed to fit all situa-
tions independently of time and space are destined to fail. Contextualised solutions
are needed (Ingram 2011; Ostrom 2007, 2008). Central factors in contextualized
solutions are: attracting public attention in an area with values at stake; generating
engagement and support; engaging social movements; making water governance
an issue of politics and not only of expert circles; overcoming (formal and
informal) bureaucratic path dependency; and finding means for policy imple-
mentation contexts (Hoppe and Wesselink 2011; Huitema and Mejerink 2007;
Ingram 2011). Transformation to SD is an eminently knowledge-driven process.
However, it has been argued that it needs to be a different science and knowledge
from what we know now, namely one that is more credible, trusted and legitimate
(Ingram 2011; Funtowicz and Ravetz 1993). Inter- and intra-disciplinarity as well
as participation should feature more prominently (Ziegler and Ott 2011). The
claim for contextual problem solving encompasses other scientific methods or
models, more robust and reliable technologies (Ingram 2011; Hoppe and
Wesselink 2011) and value-reflexive governance of water.

The Concept of Value

Conceptualising ‘value’ is notoriously difficult (Schnädelbach 1983). However,
addressing the value dimension of governance requires a basic conceptual
understanding. Values have to be distinguished from preferences and attitudes, as
they are not on the same analytical level (Meisch and Potthast 2011, pp. 8–14)
even though all three terms refer to evaluations in one way or another. In con-
ceptualising values, it is reasonable to take a pragmatic approach and to avoid the
philosophical difficulties of value-philosophical traditions with strong metaphys-
ical claims (Joas 2001, 2008). In short, values originate in contexts of action and
are connected to specific experiences in which people evaluate actions, institu-
tions, contexts etc. with regard to their moral desirability. One can also state that
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practical contexts (such as science) are always value-laden. In the course of time,
these evaluations become detached from specific situations. Values as nouns (such
as transparency, participation etc.) then become the reference points for evalua-
tions. As values originate in experiences, their meaning might to some degree vary
in different contexts. Attitudes and preferences are related to values in different
ways. Attitudes are the tendency to evaluate, not the evaluation itself. As mental
sets, attitudes determine the way people evaluate a stimulus object. Preferences are
part of a comparative value concept that compares objects according to some
value. Therefore, they need one or more values as criteria to build preference lists.
Both attitudes and preferences can be evaluated on the basis of values. While
attitudes and preferences influence and structure actions, the terms themselves are
normatively undetermined. Reference to values allows for ethical considerations
such as argumentation, reflectivity and justification (Meisch and Potthast 2011;
Joas 2008).

Thus, values must be regarded as reference points for evaluations, and, as such
they work as ideals or criteria for evaluating actions, persons, institutions, things,
attitudes, preferences, norms, etc. as good or bad. Values are emotionally and
rationally binding, and give long-term orientation and motivate for action. They
also encompass an active and passive as well as rational and emotional element
(Beck et al. 2012; Meisch et al. 2012). This approach to values has several
advantages. First, it takes into account that actors already have concrete and strong
beliefs about their values. It is applicable by persons with different moral back-
grounds in different contexts. Second, it acknowledges the situation of several and
heterogeneous accepted values within a value community (i.e. freedom, wealth,
etc.). Descriptions of a pluralistic society with a plurality of values are empirically
undeniable and broadly accepted. Third, it offers a value theory neither claiming
the eternal existence of fixed values independent of time and space nor paving the
way for value relativist or value subjectivist positions. Instead, historically con-
tingent values can be employed as valid and binding for a certain given time or at
least for certain societies. Even if in pluralistic backgrounds, the acceptance of
certain justification models is difficult, one must not underestimate the consensual
acceptance of basic values, which gain a quasi-objective status. But, as values are
generated in dynamical interactions between individuals and society, the question
arises how it is possible to identify a substantial value system of a social group.
This would be necessary if we wanted to solve the problem of competing values in
a certain context (Beck et al. 2012).

Values and Ethics

Ethics that is aware of a plurality of values within and between societies can
develop mechanisms that allow citizens to bring their values into ethical debates
and thereby to participate in the finding of socially robust innovations (Funtowicz
and Ravetz 1993). It is necessary to pay attention on two value-ethical claims:
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First, values can be regarded as low-threshold entry to ethical debates. Including
the value dimension in coping with situations of high uncertainties allows to better
address citizens and stake-holders, who want to understand, support and partici-
pate consciously and deliberately in water governance. It can be expected that
value dialogue contributes to politicised water governance as water issues get more
easily on the political agenda, stakeholders can be better mobilised and more
intensively included in policy making (Ingram 2011; Huitema and Mejerink 2007).
Second, ethical debates cannot be restricted to mere value talk. Value debates need
an ethical framing that enables participation as well as a philosophically sound
reflection on (conflicting) values. The approach of value-reflexive governance has
three aims. It wants first to contribute to a democratisation of sciences, second to
make implicit value commitments explicit and third to allow for rational dis-
courses on values. The last point is important because there are strands in moral
philosophy that regard values as purely subjective and non-argumentative. The
value-ethical core of a value-reflexive governance therefore does not only take
stock of the values involved but also develops philosophical tools to deal with
value conflicts and participatory mechanisms to deal with value conflicts in social
contexts.

Ethics has different tasks in solving value conflicts. First, it contributes to the
understanding of what is actually meant by a given value. Depending on a value’s
genesis, there are very likely different and conflicting interpretations of the same
value. These have to be made transparent and open for dialogue. Ethics might as
well examine different value interpretations with regard to their moral rightness or
goodness. Second, ethics helps to handle conflict between different values. As
mentioned earlier, water is an issue where many different values are at stake and
value conflict seems likely. An ethics of values offers philosophical frames (e.g.
the concept of inter- and intra-generational justice) to deal with conflicting values
and it also addresses the need to set up norms and regulations in water governance
(Meisch et al. 2012; Immergut 2011).

Toward a Value-Reflexive Governance: More than Good
Governance

When suggesting the concept of value-reflexive governance, one needs to clarify
its relationship to the concept of good governance as on the surface both concepts
might appear identical. The idea of good governance first evolved within the value
context of the World Bank, which developed principles that could determine the
allocation of loans to developing countries and that had a strong anti-corruption
bias. The genesis of good governance conceptions within the context of an
international economic institution does not delegitimize the concept as such.
However, as explained before, concepts have a factual and a value side that are
intertwined. Therefore, one has to be aware of implicit normative and evaluative

28 The Need for a Value-Reflexive Governance of Water in the Anthropocene 433



statements, make them transparent and open for rational public discourse. While
the concept of good governance is mainly concerned with norms that are meant to
guide governance processes, which values are at play often remains implicit. This
observation leads to two main further questions to be addressed in the processes of
water governance: which values form the basis of normative statements about how
good water governance should be? Whose values are meant to guide governance
(Meisch et al. 2012; Immergut 2011)?

An interesting example is the concept of Integrated Water Resources
Management (IWRM) that has become a major point of reference for discourses in
water management. It is understood to be ‘‘a process which promotes the coor-
dinated development and management of water, land and related resources in order
to maximise economic and social welfare in an equitable manner without com-
promising the sustainability of vital ecosystems and the environment’’ and which
also comprises notions of good governance (GWP 2010). Although it was meant to
be a science-based and impartial conception of water management, it nevertheless
makes explicit and implicit moral judgements on the world water situation and
social relationships with regard to water (Scmidt 2010, pp. 7–8; Biswas 2008) by
explicitly referring to ethical concepts such as welfare or sustainability and by
implicitly promoting a Utilitarian framework (Kowarsch 2011, pp. 47–48). It has
been mentioned above that scientific practise is value-based and that scientific
conceptions in the form of epistemic-moral hybrids make factual as well as nor-
mative and evaluative judgements. Both have to be made transparent for discourse
and need ethical justification.

In this situation, a value-reflexive governance aims for two objectives. First, it
makes explicit underlying values of good governance concepts and the processes by
which they became guiding imperatives. With this, one can avoid imposing specific
value systems on social contexts. Secondly, it offers solutions which ensure that open,
transparent and more inclusive governance not only allows more social actors to
express their values but also that those values can be translated into policy pro-
grammes. In contrast to the broader concept of good governance, the concept of value-
reflexive governance stresses the point of sensitivity in regard to participants’ values in
governance processes. Ensuring that all stakeholders’ values will be voiced and heard
within governance processes does not say anything about how to deal with values,
let alone value conflicts that are most likely going to arise (Meisch et al. 2012).

What does this mean for water governance and the water sciences? The scientific
system considers itself a self-regulating social system. However, politics and busi-
ness play an important role in shaping it. Both spheres interact. A value-reflexive
governance of water opens up dialogue on underlying values. At the same time, water
sciences take part in solving social problems and are therefore actors in governance
processes. While traditionally the sciences have been assigned with the role of
contributing a standing knowledge to deal with concrete problems, this (self) per-
ception changed. Fixed, cure-all solutions failed in concrete social contexts because
governance processes overlooked value dimensions of people affected by political
and technical solutions. In value-reflexive governance, water sciences and practi-
tioners do not contribute to societal requests by providing fixed knowledge but by
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developing context-specific solutions to problems with a specific time-space
dimension. This requires an understanding of values involved and suggestions how
to deal with value conflicts. In that sense, value-based governance needs, among
others, conceptual clarification as well as extensive deliberation on the ethical norms
and decisions to be made in water governance.

Conclusion and Outlook

In the era of Anthropocene, humanity is faced with massive challenges. Water is
one of the key elements for sustainable development claiming an autonomous and
good life for contemporary and future generations. While human activity has put
stress on water, addressing the water issue can help to bring about SD on many
scales and policies. So far, the record of water management is mixed, which can,
among others, be traced back to the neglect of the political dimension of water.
Finding solutions to water problems is not only about technology to be applied by
experts, it is also a highly normative undertaking with values at stake. The paper
suggested conceptual considerations for a value-reflexive governance as a
response to the present shortcomings in water governance. The proposed approach
intends to make values visible and accessible for rational discourse and at the same
time suggests value discourses as a low-threshold entry for stakeholders to ethical
debates of water governance.

Next research steps need to assess existing ethical tools such as, among others,
the ‘‘Ethical Matrix’’ (Kaiser et al. 2007) and apply it to the context of water
governance. In this endeavour, there are many tasks ahead which cannot all be
discussed here. What is clearly needed is developing appropriate tools for different
scales that also consider how they can be placed within respective processes of
policy formation and implementation. Their main task would be bringing together
different forms of knowledge with an ethically sound process of reflection and
decision making.
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