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‘.. on one occasion 22 persons, including myself, destroyed the rice
fields, bunds and diversion weirs of the Yampalis to punish them for steal-
ing water.’ (from Chapter 7)

‘The men have betrayed us. ... The day of the allocation we came too
late, because we were not informed . . . they said that the plots would not
have been enough for all women. . .. Therefore they had decided to allo-
cate to the chiefs of the extended households. Our brother had already
selected our plots. But he does not know the good sites and he selected a
bad site. We could not do anything.’ (from Chapter 3)

‘My channel neighbors get water from small streams, springs or drainage

from other fields, in addition to the channel. My field doesn’t have access

to any other sources of water but the channel; therefore, I must take extra
. water now and then.’ (from Chapter 2)

Water rights are not just an analytical abstraction. People depend
on water for their life and livelihood; people also get killed fighting
over water. Around the world, competition for water is increasing,
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among irrigators and between agriculture, industry, urban water
supply and other needs. Conflicting claims challenge the social insti-
tutions which mediate access to water.

The unifying thesis of this book is that negotiated approaches are
essential to equitably and efficiently allocating water in the face of
emerging demands. This chapter introduces themes which run through
the cases presented in later chapters. Farmers maneuver among
multiple forums to protect and enhance their claims to water, em-
ploying different normative repertoires of law and custom, navigat-
ing contexts of legal pluralism. Government investments to develop
water resources usually restructure water rights in ways which may
be counter-productive unless changes are carefully negotiated. One
of the most important directions for improving allocation is recog-
nizing and enhancing capacity for user self-governance of water as a
common property resource. Reforms in irrigation institutions have
already taken significant steps to incorporate farmer participation
and devolve management responsibility to water users, but water
rights need to be more clearly negotiated. Growing competition for
water intensifies already urgent needs to improve institutions for
water allocation.

Authors in this book draw on two broad streams of thought, one
dealing with property rights, especially common property, and another
dealing with institutional reform in irrigation and water resources.
Subsequent sections of the introduction expand on these conceptual
currents: legal pluralism, water rights, common property, participa-
tion in irrigation, and competition for water, after which the final
section outlines the plan of the book.

Understanding Legal Pluralism

This book draws on a perspective markedly different from conven-
tional treatments of water (or other property) rights, which often
seek to identify a single system of water rights, usually based on
interpreting statutory laws and government regulations. Instead, it
starts with the perspective of people’s experience with water access
and control, in which individuals draw upon a range of strategies for
claiming and obtaining water. In this, concepts of legal pluralism are



