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1 INTRODUCTION 

Neoliberalism has been approached in different ways that convey analytical ambiguity 
rather than clarity (Venugopal, 2015). Neoliberalism has been described as a policy or 
program (Brenner & Theodore, 2002; Klepeis & Vance, 2003); as an ideology (Amable, 
2011); a pervasive set of discourses (Gaffikin & Perry, 2009); and a new form of political 
and economic governance (Larner, 2000). The meanings and definitions of 
neoliberalism have evolved over time beyond just economic theories to include almost 
every aspect of social life as part of the economic – Economization or Neoliberalization 
of everyday practices of life (Brown, 2019). This stream of research provides a rich 
demonstration into the market modes of conduct that neoliberalism seeks to attach to 
almost every aspect of life; through which it constitutes the individual as an enterprise 
who conducts self in accordance with the market rules and rationalities. Approaching the 
individual’s day-to-day activities as a representation of neoliberalism is not a new 
phenomenon - especially in critical studies of neoliberalism. However, the particular 
aspects of this process of neoliberalization tend to be continuous and ever-evolving and 
require in-depth research and understating (Lemke, 2012; Rutherford, 2007; O’Malley 
et. al, 1997).  

This thesis looks into the neoliberalization process of individuals’ everyday practices or 
day-to-day activities as represented through the object of water. Water as an object of 
representation means understanding its materiality within the totality of the political 
relations of knowledge systems that reproduce its materiality as rational. For instance, 
Holy Water is an abstraction of water which represents a distinct religious system of 
knowledge that constitutes water in a specific way. Similarly, H2O does not represent 
water in its entirety, but only as an object envisioned by a specific knowledge – scientific 
knowledge (Budds, 2009; Ball 2001; Illich, 1985). Thus, studying the process of 
neoliberalization through the object of water requires an in-depth look into the specific 
everyday practicalities and social relations of individuals/people (micro relations or 
micro-practical/microphysics (Lemke, 2012)) reproduced through water practices, and 
the relation that this has with  wider forms of neoliberal knowledge system or forms of 
politics (macropolitical aspects) - power dynamics, discourses, strategies, policies, 
programs, and subjectivities reproduced and rearticulated through neoliberalism 
(macro- political aspects) (Ibid.). 

In order to produce a multidimensional analysis on the relation between the macro-
political and micro-practical, this thesis draws on the governmentality analytic. What 
makes governmentality critically relevant to the aim of this thesis is its approach of 
neoliberalism as a political knowledge system/political rationality. Governmentality 
provides an analytical space for analyzing the politics of knowledge and power, and the 
interconnectedness this has with everyday individuality and individual relations. This 
constitutive interaction accounts for at least four dimensions of power relations – the 
production of regimes of truth, the strategies (technologies) of their application, the 
subjectivity of the individual, and the systemic regulation and conduct of the former 
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three dimensions.   This helps in contemplating the multiple forms of social and historical 
relationships that work upon the individual to constitute him/her as the subject of power 
(Foucault, 1988; Dean, 2010).  

In addition, in order to produce a comprehensive knowledge on the relationship between 
the wider political and the everyday practical, this thesis employs discourse as a 
methodology. Here, discourse is understood as a medium through which aspects of 
political knowledge come together in constituting an object (e.g. water) through 
attaching specific sets of meanings, practices, social relations and subjectivities to its 
materialization (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). That is, discourse provides particular 
knowledge-based rationale through which specific definitions or meanings, together with 
respective social practices, are attached to an object. Discourse also provides a subjective 
space that individuals take on to shape the modes of relations attached to the object. 
Accordingly, through discourse analysis, this thesis looks into particular micro-political 
practices attached to or constituted through three specific water practices - rural water 
supply in Amhara/Ethiopia; rural water supply in Rajasthan/India; rural rainfall index 
insurance in Amhara/Ethiopia. What adds to the particularity of this thesis is that a) all 
the studied water practices are newly introduced practices to the user communities – this 
makes the forms of neoliberalization attached with the new technology a new process to 
the user communities, making the respective forms of subjectivity and resistance visible 
in the social process; b) all the forms of water practices are conducted in a rural setting. 
This can provide a critical insight into the process of neoliberalization,  as the rural is 
often considered the ‘less neoliberalized’ or ‘excluded from the market economy’ and thus 
the kind of strategies followed are often ‘innovative’, ‘illiberal’ or ‘good enough’ type that 
follow unique structural arrangements (Ringall & Atia, 2016; Johnson, 2013) c) two of 
the cases look into rural neoliberal water practices in an authoritarian setting, which 
provide rich insights into the relation between authoritarian and neoliberal forms of 
government in terms of the formats of organizings, conducts, strategies and regulatory 
aspects that render the subject governable.  

This thesis is further structured into three sections. The following section first introduces 
the working concept of the thesis, governmentality, followed by a broad discussion on 
governmentality’s  formulation of neoliberalism and authoritarianism. Then it presents 
the research problem together with different categories of background literatures 
attributed to each of thestudied cases in this thesis. Section 3 outlines the methodological 
approach used in this study – discourse analysis. The methodological section looks into 
different forms of discourse approaches based on their engagement with the subject and 
social change and provides a summary on how this thesis navigates through these 
formats in relation to the research objectives. Discussions on methods of data collection, 
analysis and limitations of the study are also included in this section. The final section – 
section 4 – is organized in three sub-sections. The first part presents the findings of the 
individual papers/cases. The second part presents extended conclusive remarks on the 
relation between the particular forms of social relations observed in each of the papers 
with the wider neoliberal governmentality. This part also broadens on the basic 
constituents of neoliberalism - such as liberty - that produce hierarchized domains of 
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subjectivity. The final part of section 3 presents a summary on the contributions of the 
thesis and recommendations for future research. 
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2 GOVERNMENTALITY 

Governmentality was first introduced by Foucault to study the individual’s capacity to 
self-regulate (Lemke 2012). Governmentality introduces the notion of government, not 
in its sense of state administration, but as a conduct of conduct. Governmentality 
emanated from Foucault’s response to his critiques on his notion of disciplinary power 
in his earlier work Discipline and Punish (1995). The notion of disciplinary power works 
on a power-knowledge analogy that views power inseparable from knowledge (Foucault, 
1991a). That is, power cannot exist without knowledge and knowledge cannot take effect 
without power. Accordingly, knowledge attributed to power not only produces specific 
‘truths’, but has the power to make itself true.  Thus, ‘truth’ is not something absolute or 
natural, but political, which also makes power/knowledge political and relational (Ibid.). 
In other words, each society has its politics of truth that induces regular effect of power. 
These truths are not in any way absolute ends that can be explored, but only particular 
forms of rules that each society draws on, that set the domain for what is true and/or 
false and that attach particular forms of power to the true (Foucault, 1988, 1985; 
Gemechu 2018). Accordingly, the individual is an object of power, constituted and 
eliminated through power; which makes the notion of power disciplinary.  

However, critiques argue that disciplinary power does not leave any space for the 
individual agency in power relations. It is this gap in agency that Foucault tried to address 
in governmentality by introducing the notion of technology of self – the individual’s 
freewill to self-regulate or the individual’s autonomous capacity to act upon the political 
knowledge and conduct self, thus reproducing and shaping the political knowledge in 
specific way. Moreover, in order to stress the importance of agency, the disciplinary 
notion of power was also reintroduced in governmentality as technology of power; 
leaving spaces of resistance and domination for the individual subject. In this sense, 
discipline as an effect of power is not specific in itself, but becomes subjective as it is 
shaped by the individual’s self-expression (Foucault, 1988).  It is this continual process 
of rearticulation of technologies of power or political knowledge or truth system in 
accordance with the constant interaction with technologies of self that Foucault coined 
governmentality. Unlike Machiavellian conception that views power as a rule, 
governmentality approaches power as a multifaceted sum of power relations between 
macro political truth systems and micro/individual’s social practices, and thus, helps to 
provide insight into the multilayer forms of relations between political rule and 
individual’s capacity to self-control (Foucault, 1991b). Governmentality’s analysis of 
power, knowledge and government is broad (Dean, 2010) and discussing every aspect 
maybe beyond the scope of this thesis. Below, some key concepts in governmentality 
relevant to this thesis are briefly presented.  

a. Political rationality  
 

Political rationality - Rationality reflects the idea that before something can be 
governed, it must be known (Gordon, 1991). The summation of politics to 
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rationality conveys an embedded interest or aim in the making of rationality 
itself. It refers to the political articulation of knowledge to constitute subjects and 
regulate their possible fields of action (Ibid.). Political rationality makes up the 
collective regimes of truth that constitute the field of government. Thus, political 
rationality does not comprehend to a neutral knowledge representing the 
governed reality, but only a particular way of knowing that produces a discursive 
field, in which the act of government becomes rational (Lemke, 2012). 
  

b. Technology of power    
 

These are acted upon political rationalities that mobilize particular forms of 
meanings, ways of talking, forms of being or representation, specific ways and 
strategies of organizing, directing and regulating to take effect in conducting 
subjects’ conduct (Murdoch & Ward, 1997; Gemechu, 2018). It is through 
technology of power that multiple forms of political rationalities take shape to 
produce the individual as the subject of government (Gordon, 1991; Foucault, 
1991b). Foucault identified three aspects or shapes of technologies of power:  

i. Technology of power as a strategy  

These are the specific forms of rational argumentations, reasonings, economic 
relations, etc., that individuals perform to direct or influence the possible field of 
other individuals’ actions. Here, directing or influencing should not be taken 
against the individual’s interest, rather it works upon the individual only to 
produce a negotiated space (Lemke, 2012).  

ii. Technology of power as a government   

Technology of government refers to a wider rational application of power in a 
systematized, hierarchical and regulated manner through the use of suitable 
technical means. For instance, the salvation of the soul can be a good example of 
a form of technology of government, applied to produce ‘Christian subjects’ and 
regulate the conduct of these subjects through the systematized structures of the 
church (Ibid.).   

iii. Technology of power as a domination  

Technologies of domination refer to the effects of a power relation where the 
individual becomes a subject of a confined and hierarchical spaces with little or 
no room for rationality. In other words, technologies of domination appear 
natural (or common sense) to the subject and are effects of hierarchical and 
systematized regulations of technologies of government (Ibid.).  
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c. Technologies of Self and Subjectivity   

Technologies of self refer to the notion of self-government or the various 
strategies through which individuals regulate and conduct their own conduct or 
way of being. Technologies of self anticipate the individual’s freewill to 
selfregulate or individual’s capacity to make sense of self (and other) and to self- 
conduct (Foucault, 1988). Technologies of self describe the individual’s historical 
production of self; or the forms of knowledge that the individual has been 
situating himself/herself into, thus constituting himself/herself in a specific way 
at the same time shaping and reproducing the forms of knowledge. The point at 
which the individual acts upon the technologies of self and subjectify 
himself/herself in a specific way to a specific form of knowledge is what 
governmentality addresses as subjectivity. (Ibid).  

d. Bio-politics  

Bio-politics is an element of governmentality that focuses on the government of 
life. The management/government of life is conducted through biological 
strategies that reconstitute life and its mechanism into a domain of explicit 
calculations such as life expectancy, birth/death rates, health and wellbeing 
standards and indicators, etc., which reproduce specific forms of knowledge to 
transform and regulate human life and body in a specific way (Rabinow, 1984). 
Thus, biopolitcs of the population shows the transformation in the power of 
population management: from investing in the elimination of life (as in former 
sovereign/monarch forms of government) to investing in the production and 
control of life through establishing a calculated regulatory of life (Foucault, 1990).     

2.1 Neoliberal governmentality  

Governmentality’s analytics of neoliberalism roots back to Foucault’s 1979 lectures at the 
Collège de France (The birth of bio-politics: Michel Foucault's lecture at the Collège de 
France on neo-liberal governmentality; Lemke, 2001). These lectures focused on 
genealogical evolution of neoliberalism; its emanation or transcendence from classical 
laissez-faire economics to modern social and political form of government. In these 
lectures, Foucault focuses on two forms of neoliberalism: the German postwar liberalism 
(Ordo-liberals) and the liberalism of the Chicago School (the American neoliberalism), 
which is the updated version of the former in a radical manner. Both schools emanate as 
a critique to a Weberian reformulation of Marx’s contradictory logic of capitalism in 
terms of the domain of rationality - as the irrational rationality of capitalism. These 
schools tried to redefine the capitalist economic rationality in order to prevent its 
irrationalism from manifesting. According to Foucault’s analysis, one critical turn in 
contemporary forms of neoliberalism can be the Chicago school’s radical redefinition of 
the social within the economic domain. That is, the Ordo-liberals pursued for the idea of 
governing society in the name of the economy, without trying to redefine society as 
economic. However, the Chicago neoliberals pursued for an understanding that 
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envisions the social as the economic or the dissolution of the social into the economic. 
This has led to the governing of the non-economic spheres through criteria formulated 
for economic domains. This is one character of contemporary form of government, where 
the idea of government itself has become a form of economic enterprise that aims to 
naturalize competition and formulate market based conducts and systems of organizing 
for individuals, groups, and institutions (Ibid.).  

According to the birth of biopolitics lectures, two critical conceptions in neoliberalism 
mark its significant deviation from classical liberalism; the concept of the individual or 
the birth of the economic rational subject and the conception of the state as an effect of 
the economic rational. Unlike classical liberalism that promotes the free subject or the 
individual’s freedom as the centralizing criterion, neoliberalism presents the economic 
rational subject. This is one move into the dissolution of the social domain into the 
economic. That is, the classical liberal’s free subject or individual’s freedom revolved 
around a form of natural freedom which every human is entitled to. On the contrary 
neoliberalism reconstitutes this notion of freedom in a way that ties it not to some pre-
given natural right or humanity, but to the rational economic calculation of (or the 
behavior of) the individual. In other words, classical liberalism’s natural notion of liberty 
is transformed into a new form of liberty that is equated with the individual’s economic 
rational behavioral maturity. That is, the ‘free’ individual is the one whose expression of 
economic rationalism in day to day conduct of self is close to great precision.  
Accordingly, in neoliberal’s liberty the subject positions attributed to, for instance, sanity 
or insanity, healthy or unhealthy, responsible or irresponsible, rational or irrational, etc. 
determine the maturity of the individual’s thinking in terms of expressing economic 
rationalism (Dean, 2010).  This provides the basis for individuals and populations to put 
themselves on a scale of liberty or freedom and categorize themselves and others as 
free/liberal or less free/illiberal subjects; based on which applying specific form of rule 
or government becomes rational (Ibid.). 

The second critical concept in neoliberalism, which is also a point of deviation from 
classical liberalism, is its conceptualization of the state. With the making of economic 
rational based liberty, classical liberal’s idea of strong absolute state that defends 
individual natural freedom was reconstituted in light of economic rationalism (Lemke, 
2001). That is, with the emergence of neoliberalism, it is not the state that is the point of 
organization, but it is the strong market principles promoted in neoliberalism’s economic 
rationalism. This is what is referred as governmentalization of the state (Dean, 2010); 
government is no more a technique applied by the state, rather the state itself is a 
technique of government or an apparatus of power. It is not the sovereignty of the state, 
but the sovereignty of the wider political rationality/market rationality that produces the 
state’s governmental limits and functions. This implies that it is rather the state, as an 
effect of macropolitical power, that is supervised or governed by the market economy 
than vise-versa. In addition, this retreat of the state does not mean that the state has 
given up its regulatory and control powers, but means more regulation and control as 
these competences have now also become the responsibility of the economic rational 
subject (Lemke, 2001; 2012)  
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Even though Foucault’s lectures on the birth of biopolitics provide a critical genealogical 
analysis on how neoliberalism can be seen as a form of government with specific 
strategies of power, it does not provide a clear working definition on what neoliberalism 
is or what it is not. It is true that the literature in neoliberalism is adequately extensive 
and expansive, and is way beyond the notion of governmentality. A central 
understanding in this expansive literature can be the ‘belief that the market should be 
the organizing principle for all political, social, and economic decisions’ (Giroux, 2004, 
p. xii, in Harrison, 2018). However, it is impossible to fix a specific analytical and 
methodological move based on this statement. Accordingly, prior to proceeding any 
further, it is important to set out a clear working scope to neoliberalism. This thesis 
positions itself in Lemke’s (2001) understanding of neoliberal governmentality and 
biopolitics that work up on Foucault’s birth of biopolitics lectures. Lemke (2001) defines 
neoliberalism as a political rationality that aims to create a social reality, that it suggests 
already exists. It seeks to reconstitute the social domain in terms of the economic, linking 
the reduction of welfare state to the increasing call for personal responsibility and self-
care. Brown (2015), also defines neoliberalism as a governing rationality that seeks to 
economize everything through specific ways. In this sense, every entity, be it the 
individual or group, or a corporation, etc., has to evolve into an autonomous self-
regulating body. This process signifies the embedded technique of power in 
neoliberalism or it is what makes neoliberalism a form of government equipped with 
techniques of self-regulation (Lemke, 2001; 2012). Framing neoliberalism as a political 
rationality, allows us not only to focus on the political relationship between the macro 
and micro, but also on the link between ‘ideological’ and ‘political economic’ agencies in 
a sense that it accounts for structures and their respective semantics as governmental 
effects. This not only helps us to analyze the relation between the political and the 
material, but also assists in maintaining a clear sense of neoliberalism without getting 
into an overly-complex discussion about binary divisions and boundaries such as state, 
society, social, economy, etc.  Governmentality’s analysis of neoliberalism, thus, helps to 
provide insight into the problematics of self-regulation and domination in terms of how 
the individual’s capacity for self-control is related with the form of political rule and 
economic exploitation (Ibid.).  

2.2 Authoritarian governmentality 

Two of this thesis’s cases are located in an authoritarian state – Ethiopia, and look into 
the authoritarian structures and techniques of government. So, it is relevant to provide a 
summarized discussion on how this thesis formulates authoritarianism in relation to 
neoliberal governmentality. Authoritarianism is often viewed as a centralized, 
undemocratic and statist form of political governance. It is often attributed to a coercive 
and non-participatory forms of state operations/decisions with centralized executive 
power in the bureaucracy (Harrison, 2018). Working within the analytic of 
governmentality, Dean (2010) locates authoritarianism within neoliberalism itself and 
views it as a neoliberal form of power practice to reproduce the sovereignty of economic 
rationalism. Dean’s principal study of authoritarianism focuses on ‘Western’ democratic 



 

 

9 

states and emphasizes on the limits or walls of liberality, or the instances of illiberality 
within liberal democracies. His approach of authoritarianism in illiberal non-Western 
states is not well developed but suggests an insightful problematization of 
authoritarianism that this thesis seeks to develop further.  

Governmentality’s notion of ‘governmentalization of the state’ (Dean 2010) provides a 
plausible domain to see the state not as a limit of power but as an apparatus effected by 
wider forms of political power relations, through which specific forms of rules, strategies 
and modes of governing are organized. It is also evident that the neoliberal notions of 
‘economic rational subject’ or ‘liberty’ do not only imply the government of some through 
liberal means, or through liberty, but the government of all – some through liberty and 
others through other illiberal means, the end being the individual subject’s maturity to 
become a ‘free subject’ (Ibid.). In this sense, like liberty, authoritarianism can be argued 
to be a neoliberal technology of power to conduct domains of illiberality.  The 
authoritarian state, thus, makes up the apparatus of power through which the technology 
of illiberality is organized or through which institutional, structural and strategic 
expression and/or exercise of neoliberal’s illiberality becomes rational. However, digging 
deeper into the specific practices of authoritarianism and/or the despot – obedient 
relationship in authoritarian relations requires an additional problematization of power 
that looks beyond the notion of the free-subject. That is, neoliberal governmentality 
provides the tools to study the conduct of in relation to the so called self-conducting free 
subject; which deficits when applied to the conduct of non-self regulating/non-
free/illiberal subject.  Following other governmentality studies that looked into ‘non-free’ 
group structures in neoliberal governmentality (Birkenholtz, 2009; Li, 2007; also see 
Ekers & Loftus, 2008), this thesis supplements governmentality with Gramscian notion 
of hegemony in order to have an in-depth look at the non-free/despotic structures, but 
without causing serious epistemological tensions. 

Specifically speaking, the Ethiopian authoritarian structures are constitutive of 
hierarchical grouping that extends from the center to the household level (Bekele et.al, 
2016). The authoritarian party together with its so-called development partners (such as 
International aid and financial institutions like the World Bank, IMF, etc.) constitute a 
despotic structure where consent is demanded, if not freely, through coercion (e.g., see 
Vaughan & Tronvoll, 2003; Aalen, 2002).  Gramscian notion of hegemony provides a 
conducive analytical space to look into the power and subjective aspects of these despotic 
structures; power relations between the commons and the dominant fundamental 
groups (elites) (Gramsci, 2011). These dominant fundamental groups have access to and 
control over much of the means of production (the economic), which gives them 
considerable power over the cultural (ideological and/or intellectual) fabrics and over 
the state (the political). According to Gramsci, these groups’ interests are allied with that 
of the state’s, and they have the means to exercise hegemony over those that lack access. 
In addition, these groups seek to rearticulate hegemony over the commons either 
through free will or through the use of force so as to enhance their cultural, intellectual 
and economic dominance. What Gramsci refers to as hegemony is the point at which the 
elite’s intellectual ideas become common sense for the commons (Ibid). In Gramscian 



 

 

10 

terms,  consent and resistance are not only attributed to individuals’ agency in relation 
to the political rationality as conceived in Foucauldian thinking, but is primarily 
associated with the individual’s subordination to a specific political economic group 
(class structures), and the individual’s expression or rearticulation of this group’s 
position in relation to that of the fundamental group (Cox, 1983).  In other words, the 
individual’s agency is not autonomous as in Foucauldian thinking, but is an expression 
of the individual’s negotiated subject position in the individual’s group’s power struggle 
with that of the elite’s.  

Thus, according to Gramsci (2011), individual’s agency is not in relation to political 
rationality, but in relation to its social location (social structures). This makes Gramsci’s 
hegemony concept similar to Foucault’s technology of domination in terms of what 
becomes natural/common sense to the subject. The difference is that Gramsci locates 
this naturality into the structures controlled by the elites while Foucault locates it into 
the power/knowledge dynamics that constitutes the elites themselves. In addition, 
technology of domination presumes the free subjectivity of the subject to this state of 
naturality, while Gramsci’s hegemony emphasizes that free subjectification (consent) to 
naturality is bound to structures, and whatever seeks to fall outside of structures is 
restructured (maintained in the structure) through coercion (Hui, 2018). This underlines 
the main difference between Gramsci’s and Foucault’s analysis of power. Gramsci 
focuses on the sources of power, whereas Foucault analyses the effects of power 
(Birkenholtz, 2009). Both approaches, thus, can be beneficial in approaching the micro 
working of authoritarian technology of power. Depending on the level or focus (macro-
meso-micro) of analysis both approaches can be brought to a productive conversation 
regardless to their emphasis on effect and source of power respectively (Birkenholtz, 
2009; Li, 2007). 

2.3 Statement of the problem 

This thesis seeks to produce knowledge on the micro workings of neoliberal 
governmentality, as observed through the object of water. Here, ‘as observed through the 
object of water’ does not only refer to water in the particularity of drinking water supply 
and its governance, but to different forms of water (such as rainwater as in case 2 of this 
thesis) and their respective formats of governance. Accordingly, this thesis positions 
itself, as well as seeks to address research gaps, in the wider neoliberal governmentality 
and biopolitics scholarship (Lemke, 2012). Thus, below, the possible research gaps in the 
wider neoliberal governmentality are outlined first. Then, as the cases of this thesis look 
into specific aspects of drinking water and rainwater governance, a detailed discussion 
on how these specific areas sought to address the wider research gaps is presented.   

One critical problem area in neoliberal governmentality scholarship is too much 
emphasis on the macropolitical (Rutherford, 2007; Lemke, 2001, 2012; O’Malley et al 
(1997)). Often applied in such a way much of these literatures a) limit their empirical 
analysis, to the boundary of the state, giving implication that the state apparatus is the 
source of power rather than an effect. This makes such studies end up in engaging and 
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reproducing the binary distinctions that they stand to criticize in the first place (Ibid.); 
b) assume the political programs and strategies that they seek to investigate as a 
completed project (O’Malley et al. 1997), with no space for resistance or readjusting the 
power dynamics. This form of abstraction undermines the material realities of power and 
government in a sense that it overlooks the power effects of the practicalities attributed 
to the individual – microinstability (O’Malley et al. 1997) or microphysics (Lemke, 2012) 
of power – and their continuous re-articulation; c) pay less attention or inattention to 
difference. Even though governmentality studies have shown the production and 
geographicalization of specific type of individualities and their government, there is less 
attention on the forms of power politics that reproduce specific forms of social locations 
and grant specific formats of authority to particular subjects (Rutherford, 2007). That is, 
in many governmentality studies, there has been a tendency to look at every individual 
subject in a standardized manner, only in terms of the individual’s subjectivity to 
neoliberalism – or only as a neoliberal subject. This undermines the unequal subjective 
space/individuality/social location through which the individual constructs subjectivity 
to neoliberalism. This is also a similar phenomenon that can be attributed to viewing 
neoliberalism as an already completed project, as mentioned under b.  

With a critical look into the micro-practicalities (microphysics) and their constitutive 
relation with the macropolitical, it is possible to investigate political abstractions 
together with their aspect of specificness and vise-versa. That is, the study on the 
interrelationship between the macro and the micro is significantly essential in producing 
an understanding that the macro does not necessarily displace and/or standardize the 
existing micro, but reconfigures it  in a way that macropolitical becomes an aspect of the 
micro-practical’s specificness (Lemke, 2012).  In this sense, the focus on specificness 
together with the abstract lifts up particular ways of thinkings through which the abstract 
materializes into a social function; which also helps to critique neoliberal’s presentation 
of itself as an already existing reality. Thus, the examination of this specificness is a 
continuous process and needs an in-depth exploration and nuanced empirical 
examination, (Ibid.) In addition, approaching specificness in relation to the abstract also 
contributes to what  has been referred to as the ‘missing critic’ in governmentality studies 
(O’Malley et al. 1997; Rutherford, 2007); criticizing the working institutions that appear 
to be neutral and independent. Here, to criticize does not mean to argue for another 
objective truth in relationship to what is criticized (nominalist essentialism), but to 
denaturalize the regimes of truth that produced this institutions so that their political 
violence becomes unmasked and engaged with (Foucault in Rainbow, 1984).  

Accordingly, this thesis seeks to make contributions for further exploration of the 
relationship between the specificness/micro-practical/microphysics with the 
macropolitical through empirical investigation of three water practice cases. In addition 
to the content of the empirical material, the fact that all these cases are situated in the 
rural context contributes to an aspect of specificness. Like in many aspects of neoliberal 
governmentality, rural governmentality can be attributed to a form of political 
knowledge and techniques of governing attached to a specific form of subject position 
often defined in relation to neoliberal’s ‘free liberal subject’.  A good example, here, could 
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be the urge in rural governance to produce unique type of market subjects in a setting 
where access to market and infrastructure is highly restricted (Ringall & Atia, 2016). 
Unlike urban governance that aims for customer-based inclusion of the urban population 
to the market system, rural governance often follows a form of rural marketization that 
aims for the production of self-governing entrepreneurs that take on the responsibility 
to act upon and reproduce market conducts and principles even in settings where 
institutional and structural apparatuses seem not to do so. This is one major reason why 
unusual social and structural arrangements (as also observed in all the cases of this 
thesis), unique financial instruments and organizational setups, etc., are often adopted 
as the necessary components of rural neoliberalization or in turning the rural population 
into entrepreneurs of themselves (Ibid.). 

In approaching the rural, it is also important to remember that the understanding of 
boundary as an effect of power even extends to the individual, situating power both 
internal and external to the individual (Foucault, 1991a). This helps to understand the 
rural subject in relation to the problematics of spaces of difference/social locations; the 
field of subjectivities effected by the power domain attributed to specific geographies, 
nation states, group, etc. in this thesis’s case rurality or the rural geography. Navigating 
through these spaces of difference/social locations as part of an operation of power 
provides context, without which fixating the attributed hierarchies and privileges as 
natural becomes inevitable (Anthias, 2012). However, the discussion in this thesis does 
not look into how people construct these differences as part of their changing positions 
in society, rather limits its focus on governmentality of difference (Legg, 2005); how 
neoliberal rationality cultivates and reconstitutes already existing 
differences/inequalities in a way that makes economic privilege their additional mode of 
expression. 

2.3.1 Rural water supply governmentality 

Rural water supply governmentality scholarship has been making significant 
contribution in the study of the specific in relation to the macropolitical. To start with, a 
vast amount of research has shown how the micro-macro relationship has constituted 
specific forms of standards and goals as rational for the rural geographies in terms of 
water supply (Kooy & Bakker, 2008; Harris et.al, 2013; Birkenholtz, 2013; Loftus, 2006). 
For instance, it is somehow irrational to imagine urban water supply governance 
practices outside of piped systems, treatment plants, dams, etc. On the contrary, it is 
globally rational to think of rural water management only in terms of simple technologies 
such as handpumps, small scale motor pumps and water purifiers, etc. (Bakker, 2012). 
The rural water supply cases studied under this thesis also suffice the simple technology 
aspect of rurality. And, this simple technology functions as a strategy of power, not only 
in terms of reproducing the global-local or rural-urban dichotomies, but in terms of 
reproducing spaces of divisions among water users that render them governable. For 
instance,  Jepson and Brown (2014), in their study of rural water supply in southern 
Texas colonias district, argue that the introduced new technology may provide water for 
some, but indeed introduces a domain of government for all that organizes  community 
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members in terms of market standards and modern healthcare principles (e.g, backward 
or unhealthy group (non-users of the new technology) vs. modern healthy (users of the 
new technology)). In this sense, water provision is only secondary to the constitution and 
regulation of difference, which makes the new technology more of an instrument of 
neoliberal government (see also Loftus, 2006; Perreault, 2008).  

Other research streams also approach the new technology as an instrument of neoliberal 
government, but contend that it is not this technology (or the rationalities attached to it) 
that constitute the spaces of divisions. Rather, these spaces of divisions have always been 
located in the cultural and historical conditioning of water user communities, for 
instance,  gender and caste (Harris, 2008; O’Reilly et al., 2009; Sultana, 2009) or 
postcolonial spaces (Kooy & Bakker, 2008); which neoliberalism tends to rework and 
reproduce, making itself an aspect through which these divisions are expressed. Yet 
again, other research argues that neoliberalism not only stops at reproducing these 
spaces of difference, but also aims to transmute them to a ‘modern’ political domain and 
social relations. For instance, Bakker’s (2010) study in South Africa, Indonesia and 
Bolivia, shows how neoliberal politics works upon user communities’ spaces of divisions 
and produces modern political forms of organizing; through which a few minority groups 
in the population are viewed as rightful citizens with a guaranteed access to water, while 
the majority are categorized as the ‘community’ and are left to bargain for their rights to 
water. Thus, the already existing modes of divisions gradually evolve to modern political 
domains of citizenship or to power struggles between rightful citizen and commons. In 
this sense, it is not the provision of water, but the individual’s reorganization of self and 
self government through water that neoliberalism seeks to promote. It is in this scope 
that water can be seen as a material expression of political inclusion (Bakker, 2010), or a 
political instrument aimed at conducting water users (Boelens et al. 2015).  

Building on the above lines of research Case 3/paper 3 of this thesis studies a water 
supply practice with a newly introduced technology in Peeth Village, Rajasthan, India. 
The paper looks into the meanings, forms of subjectivities, spaces of divisions and social 
relations constituted and reproduced as neoliberal political rationality transmutes itself 
into the village’s system of knowledge through the object of water or through the 
rationalities attached to the new technology. The paper tries to provide critical insights 
into the relationship between neoliberal macropolitical discourses of governance and 
village level politics of truth that constitute and shape everyday practices of both users 
and non-users of the new technology in a specific way.  

The debate on neoliberal conduct of specific everyday practices in water is not limited to 
the macro-micro relations in the constitution and regulation of spaces of divisions. There 
is also a substantial emphasis on the constitution and restructuring of apparatuses of 
power (for instance, the state), together with their technologies of power, forms of 
domination and tools of governance, as part of the macro-micro relations (Kostila & 
Saravanan, 2017). A significant amount of this literature stream looks into how wider 
technologies of power reorganize the user community through reconfiguring the state 
apparatus. For instance, Hellberg’s (2018) study in South Africa, shows how ‘scarcity’ 
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was used as an organizing discourse in rural water supply through which the poor were 
selectively positioned and regulated. Here, ‘scarcity’ was not only used as an instrument 
to regulate the poor, but it also reconfigured the state in a sense that it served as a 
rationale for the state to adopt an  ‘inclusive’ governance format, which was once 
considered racist and modernist to approach the poor. Similarly, Babu’s (2009) work on 
rural water governmentality in Kerala shows how the state’s promotion of active 
citizenship serves as a governmental tool (or technology of power) through which 
rationalities and subjectivities in water supply are restructured; for instance, in 
redefining and reformulating rights as duties and resistance as ignorance. According to 
Babu, discourses such as active citizenship, not only work on the state’s water policy to 
regulate the individual subject but also render the state governable as they are attributed 
to wider neoliberal discourses of development that position the state in a specific political 
and subjective domain. Hansson (2014) argues that these wider discourses of 
development open up the doors for global development actors to exercise explicit control 
over the state, through working on such conditionalities as colonial history. These 
conditionalities in turn work upon the desires of the state’s agents for inclusion – which 
makes the state a political object for a wider government. However, the specific formats 
of these technologies of power that work on the state as well as on the individual need 
extraneous study as they are stretched across multilayer forms of organizings with 
different functions.  

The Ethiopian Water Sanitation and Hygiene (One WASH) program makes an ideal case 
for looking into the working of multiple forms of organizings together with wider forms 
of technologies of power involved. The One WASH program is a multi-stakeholder 
program that involves state, regional and district level governments, global financers 
(such as the World Bank), development agents (DFID, Unicef, etc.,) and local and 
international NGOs to provide simple technology based water supply for the rural 
population. In other words, One WASH displays a culmination of multiple organizations 
with multiple politics of thinking that extend from the global to the village level in the 
making and conducting of a specific form of rural water supply. One principal aspiration 
central to the making of One WASH program is the production of ownership bearing 
subjects who would be responsible for the sustainable operation and management of 
simple technology based schemes constructed for them. By taking a deeper look into the 
production of ownership bearing subjects in WASH, paper 1/Case 1 seeks to study the 
alignment for power – the multiple organizations involved, their political economic 
interests, the technologies of power constituted and structures of governance 
reproduced. Based on interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs) with state, non-
governmental, private, and community representatives, the paper demonstrates the 
micro-macro relation in the authoritarian functioning of market liberal and development 
organizations, together with the respective forms of rationalities and resistance.  

2.3.2 The government of rural rainwater 

As this thesis is not limited only to water in its sense of supply or only drinking water, 
one of the cases (paper 2/case 2) looks into rural rainwater governance through rainfall 
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index insurance. Through index insurance, neoliberal governmentality reconstitutes 
rainwater in a form of a measurable index format through which the relationship of rural 
populations and their livelihoods is regulated and conducted. Thus, the study on rainfall 
index insurance can be one medium to see how people’s everyday practicalities of relating 
with rainwater and constructing their livelihoods and social relations associates with 
wider neoliberal forms of government.  

Rainfall Index insurance (also referred as Weather Index Insurance/WII) is based on 
three major political positionings, some of which rely on the geographical/subjective 
divisions and practices associated with neoliberalism’s free-subject notion. These 
assumptions are a) insurance is a technology for tackling climate risk (L.Guerrero, 2010); 
b) much of the ‘global South’ remains uninsured, which provide spaces that need to be 
secured through the technology of insurance (Ibid); c) index insurance is the right 
affordable technology for the ‘global South’ or the ‘poor’ (Johnson, 2013). The second 
and third assumptions highlight the biopolitcal nature of index insurance in a sense that 
they rely on  - i)  the identification and geographicalization of specific groups of 
populations, ii) the attachment of a specific definition of life, together with its specific 
format of government, to these population groups iii) the rationalization of these specific 
formats of government through their imagined attribution to the nature/thinking 
capacity of these populations.   

Taking its biopolitical nature into account, extant research argues that index insurance 
is not an insurance but only a derivative; which has the rationale of being practiced as an 
insurance only in specific geographies of the world. According to Clarke (2012 in 
Johnson, 2013),  these derivates cannot be sold as insurance in the ‘developed’ world, as 
they fail to compensate for the actual loss (indemnification of loss), but only the loss 
estimated by the index (possibility of renumeration); which makes index partial in 
nature. This also makes index biopolitical in a sense that it has less to do with what is not 
insured than with the government of uncertainty that relates directly with specific forms 
of life and its respective capacity to operate a financial form of capitalism (L.Guerrero, 
2010). A number of governmentality and biopolitcal scholarships have highlighted the 
exploitative component in the making of index insurance together with the forms of 
technologies of power that reproduce its materialization. For instance, Johnson (2013) 
demonstrates how the partiality in index insurance makes farmers bear the ‘basis risk’ – 
the chance that the farmers’ lived experience could deviate considerably from the one 
that is computed, and paid for, by the index – and how this constitutes a particular form 
of risk bearing subject that is related with ‘ the best we can do’ (Ibid. P.2665) rationality 
of government or a form of inclusion by exclusion.  

Similarly, Prahalad (2004) approaches this format of partial inclusion as a political 
economic tool or a technology of power through which global financial actors (insurers 
and reinsurers) are generating market shares at the ‘bottom of the pyramid’ with an 
extensive promotion of the ‘democratization of risk’. As a form of derivative based risk 
insurance technology, index reproduces the global macropolitical discourse of climate 
risk governance through its micro-capacity to transmute social risks into individual costs 
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that can be traded in private markets, thus undermining state centered risk management 
programs, policies, social movements, etc. (Bush, 2016). According to, L.Guerrero 
(2010), the global rationality of governing risk or uncertainty through insurance in 
general and index in particular displays geopolitical and biopolitical formats of 
representations that reproduce the North-South divisions as well as Global-
Local/insured vs. uninsured regions and populations. Understanding the particular 
social aspects of these divisions requires an in-depth study as they base their reference 
on the neoliberal capitalist way of life and economic rational individual.  Here, extensive 
research with regard to the relation between the macro and micro is relevant in terms of, 
for instance, how the so called ‘local’ or ‘uninsured’ populations are engaged with; what 
the wider understanding of climate change or index rainfall seeks to achieve on one hand, 
and what the lived experiences of ‘uncertainties’ of the local population look like on the 
other hand; How such index projects are developed and mobilized, what form of 
technologies they use to manage expectations of beneficiaries; what forms of resistances 
prevail; what kind of new dependencies and possibilities this may create (Bush 2016; 
L.Guerrero, 2010).  

Looking into a rainfall index insurance partnership project in Amhara  region of Ethiopia, 
paper 2 aims to see how rainfall index insurance seeks to neoliberalize not only farmers’ 
livelihood or relation with their crop but also their understanding of or the material 
reality of rainfall. The rainfall index insurance project, also known as R4 project, can be 
an ideal representation of North-South as well as global-local divisions as it involves 
multiple neoliberal institutions and apparatuses that display the dynamics of these 
divisions (Oxfam International, Swiss Re, Nyala Insurance, ORDA, RIB microfinance, 
and state agencies/Please see Annex 2 for details on each organization). The paper looks 
through the forms of the specific governance formats, the technologies of power adopted, 
the respective envisioned subjectivities, social practices and relations, and the form of 
government and rationality that these power apparatuses and institutions reproduce 
through index.  The paper principally broadens on user community’s lived experiences 
of rainfall index project, in terms of subjectivity, resistance and the conditions that make 
the index practice rational.  

2.4 Aim and research questions  

The principal aim of this thesis is to study the specific everyday aspects of the process of 
neoliberalization as observed through the object of water. Accordingly, the thesis takes a 
closer look into specific forms of subjectivities and social relations that are constitutive 
of particular water practices, and the relation that this has with wider neoliberal forms 
of rationalities. In doing so, this thesis intends to enhance knowledge on how neoliberal 
political truths are naturalized and how their applications affect individuals and their 
social relationships. Unmasking the political strategies inherent in the making of these 
truths is central to the aim, so that reproducing them becomes no more natural but a 
choice. The relevant research questions are:  
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R1: What forms of subjectivities and social relations are reproduced through meanings 
attached to the observed water practices? 

R2: What particular aspect of these social relations display a neoliberal mode of 
relation? 

R3: What forms of technologies of power operate in constituting the specific social 
relations as part of the macropolitical and vice versa? 

2.5 Individual papers   

1. Paper 1 (co-authored with Ankur Sarin and Linda Annala) – Subjectivity, 
Hegemony and Resistance in Ethiopia’s Rural WASH; (Publication status - 
submitted to Review of African Political Economy; currently going to third round 
of revision) 

2. Paper 2 (Co-authored with Nikodemus Solitander) – Technologies of liberal 
despotism: the bio-politics of financializing weather (risk) in Ethiopia. 
(Publication status - on the process of finalization for submission to Environment 
and Planning D.)   

3.  Paper 3 (single - authored) – On water users’ repertoire: Market rationality and 
governmentality in Peeth village’s water supply, Rajasthan (India). (Publication 
status – Geoforum (95) 33-40. 2018) 
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3 SITUATING THE RESEARCH  

3.1 Methodology  

Discourse is central to this thesis’s methodological approach. There are different 
interpretations and understandings of discourse that express different formats or 
methods of conducting discourse analysis. In the constructionist school, the 
understanding of discourse takes different forms that roll between two binary views with 
regard to the relationship between the material and the discursive; the material only 
becomes real (gains meaning) through discourse’ vs. ‘the material is equally important 
in invoking the constitution of meaning (Burr, 1995). Thus, working within the scope of 
‘what discourse can be’, rather than ‘what it is’, provides a wider analytical space that 
avoids masking all the different perspectives of discourse (Ibid.) Accordingly, Burr (1995: 
2-5) outlines four basic premises inherent to all constructionist understanding of 
discourse.  

1. A critical approach to taken-for-granted knowledge  

“Our knowledge of the world is not an objective truth; it is not a reflection of the 
reality ‘out there’; it is the product of our own construction and categorization of 
knowledge” (2-5)  

2. Historical and cultural specificity   

We are historical and cultural beings and our knowledge of the world is the product 
of historically situated interchanges among people. (2-5)  

3. Link between knowledge and social process  

Our knowledge about the world is produced through social process. It is through 
social interaction that we construct truths and knowledge. (2-5)  

4. Link between knowledge and social action  

“Within a particular worldview, some forms of action become natural, others 
unthinkable. Different social understandings of the world lead to different social 
actions, and therefore the social construction of knowledge and truth has social 
consequences” (5)  

3.2  Discourse, social change and the subject 

Following the above Burr’s premises, Jørgensen and Phillips (2002) categorize 
constructionist understandings of discourse into two domains in terms of social change 
and the subject; the abstractionists that view discourse and social change at the aggregate 
or macro level, and the particularists that view discourse and social change at the 
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individual everyday level.  Both views are based on the constructionist premise that the 
material only gains meaning through the discursive. The difference in these views is 
where they locate what they refer to as the ‘discursive’; in the macro and micro 
respectively. Both of these positionings are relevant to this thesis’s approach to macro-
micro as they offer particular ways of understanding and analyzing social change. 
Epistemologically, this thesis shares the same understanding of discourse with both 
views, that the material only gains meaning through the discursive (Ibid.). However, 
methodologically this thesis uses the particularist approach to look into individual’s 
everyday practices while at the same time relying on abstractionist conceptualization of 
discourse to make  extended or wider interpretations of the findings in terms of 
neoliberal governmentality. Thus, below, a summarized look into both understadings of 
discourse is presented.  

The abstractionists view discourse as a system of representation (Hall, 2003). The 
fundamental prospect in this ontology is that physical things and actions only become 
real when they take on meanings and become objects of knowledge. Thus, it is not the 
material in itself that generates meaning, rather it is discourse that attaches meaning to 
it or constitutes it in a meaningful way (Ibid.). In this sense, “…discourse constructs the 
topic ….defines and produces the objects of our knowledge. It governs the way that a topic 
can be meaningfully talked about and reasoned about. It also influences how ideas are 
put into practice and used to regulate the conduct of others. Just as discourse rules in 
certain ways of talking about a topic, defining and acceptable and illegible way to talk, 
write or conduct oneself, so also, by definition, it rules out limits and restricts other ways 
of talking, conducting ourselves in relation to the topic or constructing knowledge about 
it…’ (Ibid, 2003: 44).   

Conceptualizing discourse as a system of representation, does not focus on particular 
texts, structures or talks, but the production of knowledge and meaning through 
discourse. It is about what general form of knowing is represented behind each particular 
form of talking or presenting statements. In this sense, discourse is more about a 
characteristic or pattern attributed to a wider state of knowledge that appears across a 
range of texts, or forms of conduct, at a number of different institutional sites within 
society. Here, it is important to remember that as power/knowledge is circulatory and 
evolutionary, discourse as a system of representation of a specific knowledge has 
historical specificity.  For instance, the discourse of a specific object becomes real and 
relevant as it is constituted by all that was said, in a particular historical context (Ibid.). 
The historical aspect in the abstractionist understanding of discourse provides the 
medium for social change in a sense that it reserves a space through which a 
different/new discourse with new power, authority, and truth to regulate social practices 
in a new way will arise in historical moments ahead.  

It is this notion of social change that brings the differentiated view between the 
abstractionists and particularists. The abstractionists argue that social change takes 
effect due to a change in discursive formation on the aggregate or macro level. That is, a 
discursive change to the discourse of an object does not take place unless the repeated 
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use of discourses reaches to the point that can rearrange or transform the wider 
discursive formation. It is only after a certain reiterated definition/practice of the 
discourse of an object in a specific way that a specific discursive formation that induces 
change in the materiality of the object takes effect. Here, it is important to remember 
that, discourse being a system of representation, a change in the discursive formation 
could mean a change in a knowledge system/power relations, the scale of comparison 
being a moment in history. This broader understanding of discourse gives little emphasis 
to the individual’s agency in effecting social change.  

On the contrary, the particularists tend to locate discourse at the individual level of 
everyday talks. The particularists define discourse as “…language use in everyday text 
and talk…..is a dynamic form of social practice which constructs meanings, the social 
world, individual selves and identity. The self is constructed through the internalization 
of social dialogues. People have several, flexible identities which are constructed on the 
basis of different discourses, and power functions through the individual’s positioning in 
particular discursive categories. Discourse does not give expression to pre-constituted 
psychological states; rather, subjective psychological realities are constituted in 
discourse.” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002:118) The underlining argument is that 
discourses do not describe or represent an external world outside of the subject, rather 
subjects create and shape a world that is real for them through their social interactions. 
Here, the notion that the lived reality of the subject is constituted discursively does not 
mean that physical reality does exist outside discourse, but gains meaning through 
discursive exchanges in social interactions (Potter, 1996).  

In this understanding of discourse, the subject is viewed as both producers and products 
of discourse. This school of thought emphasizes people’s everyday use of available 
discourses to create and negotiate their worlds and identities through talk-in-interaction 
(Potter, 1997). Therefore, social change takes effect at the individual level through talk 
and interaction, not at the abstract level. In fact, particularists do not include 
macro/abstract level discourses in their theorization. Rather, they refer to the abstract as 
part of the non-discursive, functioning and requiring to be analyzed with a different logic 
than discourse (Ibid.). Accordingly, the particularists’ emphasis is on day to day social 
interactions, distancing themselves from abstract view of discourse, and often choosing 
to use other names such as ‘repertoire’, ‘account’, ‘narrative’, etc., than discourse to 
connote discourse and to emphasize the micro flexible use of discourse and its effects. 
On the contrary to the particularist individualization of discourse, the abstractionists, 
argue that everything, including the individual subject, is produced by discourse and the 
individual cannot stand outside of discourse as it must be subjected to discourse, thus it 
cannot become a source of discourse (Hall, 2003). Rather, it is discourse in itself that 
grants power to micro discourses to achieve a concrete discursive formation. This 
understanding of discourse has influenced many proponents of the abstractionist view 
to focus more on the abstract or depersonified discourses in their analysis of social 
change.  
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Working within the understanding that both approaches are trying to describe the micro 
and macro aspect of an interrelated phenomenon called discourse (Jørgensen & Phillips, 
2002), their combined analytical significance can be constitutive of a comprehensive 
macro-micro view in terms of the subject and social change. That is, a) the individual 
works with two forms of subject positions while constructing subjectivity. One form is 
the subject position/s that a specific macro discourse reserves for the individual. This is 
a kind of aggregate level or a ‘standard’ subject position that is comprised of multiple 
particular ways of being that the subject takes up and shapes. Another form is the 
individual’s current subject position based on which the individual makes sense of the 
reserved subject position and takes a particular space in it. b) The individual’s 
subjectivity, thus, revolves around finding that particular place in the subject position 
and locate/subjectify himself/herself in a way that makes more sense to him/her and 
thus shaping that subject position in a specific way (Hall, 2003). This means that be it 
the individual’s shaping of the subject position falls within the standard or not, it surely 
introduces newly hybridized ways of practicing that subject position, but within the limits 
of the standard or not to the point that leads to a significant change in, or dissolution of, 
the standard subject position. The standard will not dissolve or change unless the newly 
hybridized subject position shaped by the individual is somehow reshaped and 
reproduced to the point that it reaches a significant aggregate level. In this sense, the 
individual shapes and hybridizes discourses through talk/interaction, though not 
producing the discourses but drawing them from wider discursive fields (Ibid.). 

 

Discourse is constitutive                        Discourse is constituted  

Laclau and Mouffe’s        Discursive  
Discourse theory              Psychology 
                           (This thesis)             
                  (Althusser) 
                (Gramsci)  (Historical materialism) 
    
Figure 1 The role of discourse in the constitution of the world (adopted from Jørgensen 

and Phillips, 2002)   

 

3.3 Approaching micro discourses  

Based on its study objective, this thesis seeks to look into a) micro discourses that are 
constitutive of people’s every day practices; through which specific meanings and social 
relation are attached to water; b) to see how these discourses are presented or 
rationalized in relation to wider macro-discourses. This gives us a deeper look into how 
specific social practices exist meaningfully within the micro discourses about them, as 
well as how these micro discourses relate to a wider form of knowledge system. 
Accordingly, this thesis employs two types of interpretative discourse analysis 
techniques, separately in the different papers; narrative approach (papers 1 and 2) and 
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interpretative repertoire (in paper 3). Both techniques originated from the 
constructionist school of discursive psychology and share the underlining assumption 
that meanings are not static characters of objects but are constructed and shaped through 
talk and interaction. Thus, talk is constitutive (Wetherell, Taylor & Yates, 2001).  

Narrative approach and interpretative repertoire 

Narratives can be described as tales or stories in a conversation, interview or focus group 
discussion. For instance, when people are asked to describe their experience attributed 
to a specific water practice, they many not only supply information about their 
relationship with that water practice, but the may be telling  stories of wider forms of 
exploitation and how this has again become part of their water experience. In other 
words, narratives can be described as embedded tales or story lines constructed through 
talk and interaction. Through narratives, people produce their view on a certain 
situation, while at the same time working on their identities – engaging in a continuous 
process of positioning self and other in a particular social world.  Perhaps this continuous 
process of identity construction in talk can be seen as a particular contribution of 
narrative as a discourse approach in a sense that construction and positioning of self and 
other constituted within each new occasion of talk is assumed to be shaped by preceding 
versions of talk, as well as by what exists in the wider discursive environment (Wetherell 
et.al, 2011). This makes it relevant to this thesis’s aim of how people’s stories point to 
specific aspects of micro governmentalities that can be understood in relation to wider 
neoliberal governmentalities. The focus of this thesis’s use of narrative approach is, thus, 
to look into what narratives are constructed frequently, what positions of self and other 
are effected in the narratives, what wider discourses do these narratives relate to or what 
wider discourses are used as a form of rationalization in these narratives.   

The notion of interpretative repertoire was first developed by poststructuralist discourse 
analysts Potter and Wetherell, (1992) as a discursive instrument to study racism not as a 
cognitive action but as a constituent of a cultural domain. Interpretative repertoire refers 
to accounts of discourses that individuals often draw on flexibly to produce meanings, 
constitute and negotiate their sense of self and other as well as construct the world 
through social interaction (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). Unlike narratives that focus on 
a tale of a story, interpretative repertoire points to the principal form of discourse often 
drawn by people to legitimize or rationalize their identity and social relation constructed 
in talk and interaction. Like many other interpretative discourse methodologists, Potter 
and Wetherell also used the term ’interpretative repertoire’ to distance themselves from 
the abstract notion of discourse and to specifically emphasize the flexible everyday use 
of discourse (or micro discourse) to effect social action in text and talk (Ibid.). The aim 
of interpretative repertoire is not about finding out if a specific reality or meaning is true 
or false or a subject/object belongs to a specific category or not, but to analyze how these 
truths, realities and categories are constructed as concrete and real and how alternative 
accounts are produced as false and flawed (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Here, people are 
not expected to be consistent in their talks, but how they often draw on specific and/or 
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principal micro discourses and use them interchangeably to make their point (Jørgensen 
& Phillips, 2002).  

3.4 Methods  

This thesis employs Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) supplemented by individual 
interviews. Here, FGDs are neither viewed as a sampled representation of an external 
world, nor are treated as descriptions of participants’ independent past worlds. Rather, 
they serve as mediums through which participants produce a social world or a subjective 
reality as the discussion unfolds (Stern, 2006). In such manner, FGDs generate both 
intra and inter group diversity, and construct the “dilemmatic nature of everyday 
arguments” (Lunt & Livingstone, 1996; p.96). This thesis employed a semi-structured 
(for individual interviews) and unstructured (for FGDs) discussion formats as methods 
of producing empirical material. This allowed participants to talk whatever they thought 
was relevant about the subject/the case, tapping on the important issues as they saw fit. 
This is very important because it allows the respondents to freely choose discourses while 
expressing their views. In addition, even though the research had positioned itself in the 
constructionist school prior to data collection, the specific discourse analysis approaches 
were not yet decided upon prior to each cases’ field visit. That is, the interview questions 
are not pre-designed specifically for narrative or repertoire research. It is through the use 
of unstructured interview formats (allowing discussants to express themselves freely) 
that the research left the doors open for deciding the methods of analysis at the analysis 
stage.   

In addition, the role of the researcher was basically limited to mobilizing the discussion 
and to make sure that the discussions do not go way beyond the scope. Here, deciding on 
what ‘beyond the scope’ is and when to act upon should not be taken as unequal power 
relation influencing the results. Rather, it is more of a mutual decision and is constitutive 
in itself. In other words, it maybe the researcher that often directly or indirectly suggests 
to keep the discussion in a specific scope, but the actual scope is then reconstituted, not 
as imagined by the researcher only, but as effected by a series of discursive and/or power 
negotiations between all the participants, thus producing a hybrid knowledge attributed 
to that particular setting and situation.   

3.5 Data collection  

Case 1 – Rural water supply in Amhara region, Ethiopia  

The data collection for the study of rural water supply in Amhara was conducted in two 
rounds. The first round of data collection was conducted in 2013 and the second in 2016. 
What makes the One WASH program in particular and rural water supply in general an 
interesting case to study the micro-macro practicalities of power is that a number of state 
and non-state actors (state and regional offices, NGOs, bilateral and multilateral aid 
organizations, financers, etc.) are key stakeholders. In other words, the implementation 
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of One WASH program involves unique form of organizational and structural setup 
(Please see Annex 1). Due to authoritarian state- society relations, both rounds of data 
collection had to follow strict top-down procedures. In order to get any form of access to 
any office at the district and regional level, a letter from a federal authority associated 
with the project is necessary. Accordingly, in both rounds of data collection, the first step 
was to get a support letter explaining the research objectives from the Ministry of Water. 
With the letter in hand, the second step was to approach the regional, and then the 
respective district1 offices. The district offices are the focal points in the research, as they 
serve as a link between the water user community and the state structures. They also 
have profile information of each water user community, for instance, the nature of water 
supply scheme/year of construction, if maintenance has been done or not, distance, 
accessibility, water availability, etc. Accordingly, the districts played a significant role in 
identification and selection of water supply communities for this study. The basis of 
selection involved two steps – first, categorizing communities based on their water 
supply schemes’ functionality and non-functionality, and second, selecting few 
communities for interview from both groups based on accessibility and distance.   

After identifying which communities to contact, the next step was to approach the user 
communities, explain the research process and conduct FGDs. This process, again, was 
always assisted by persons/guides assigned from the district. It is through these guides 
that introduction to the user communities and to the respective Water Supply, Sanitation 
and Hygiene Committees (WASHCOs) was facilitated. The FGDs were often conducted 
immediately after introduction to the WASHCO and community members, without any 
form of advance notification; which is authoritarian in itself in a sense that the 
researcher’s sudden presence is ‘good enough notification’ for members of the 
community to immediately organize themselves and make time for the interview. This 
process was not actually invented during the research process, but is the reproduction of 
the status quo. Another important aspect in the research process is that, WASHCOs often 
have five members, among which 3 should be women. However, in most of the FGDs the 
women were represented by their husbands. In fact, it was pointed out in the FGDs as 
well as in the discussion with the district officers that the community uses the ‘3 women’ 
principle only as a formality, but in actual day-to-day life it is the husbands that 
substitute the women and perform the WASHCO tasks. This thesis also worked with this 
status quo, thus reproducing the already existing gender inequalities.  

After completion of FGDs with WASHCOs and community members, the proceeding 
step was to go up the structural hierarchy – first, approach the districts’ water desk 
officers for a detailed interview on the findings from WASHCOs, then approach regional 
offices to broaden on the findings from the district offices and communities (regional 

                                                        
1 Districts include – Bure, Yilmana Densa, Guangua, Bahirdar Zuria, Dera, Fogera, Mecha, Dembecha,  
Finote Selam, Debre Elias; in each district FGDs were conducted at least with 5 WASCHOs (in both 2013 
and 2016) and with each district officer. In addtion, discussions was also conducted with artisans from 
Fogera and Yilmana Densa.   
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officers of World Bank, 2COWASH, CARE Ethiopia, World Vision, and ACSI3, Regional 
government Water Bureau, ORDA4), and finally, conduct a detailed interview with 
national level stakeholders; government representative, national COWASH office head, 
and a national level water supply consultant who has taken part in the development of 
the country’s national WASH program and its implementation manual.  

The data from both 2013 and 2016 were transcribed and some of it was translated to 
English. The field aspect of the project took around 2 months (2013) and 3 months 
(2016). The research output has yielded a co-written manuscript, which is included as 
the first article to this thesis. The combined data from both 2013 and 2016 constitute a 
total of 75 FGDs, from which 43 were selected for the purpose of developing this article. 
The article has been submitted to Review of African Political Economy and is currently 
going through a third round of revision.   

Case 2: Rainfall Index Insurance/Climate risk in Amhara region, 
Ethiopia  

The complex and unique organizational structure and multiple forms of stakeholders 
involved in the Ethiopian/Amhara region rainfall index insurance project makes it an 
attractive case to study the specific formats through which neoliberal macropolitical 
processes take shape in farmers’ day-to-day life. Gathering of information on rainfall 
index insurance project started one year prior to field visit in the form of looking into 
online publications; learning about the project through online materials and project 
documents mostly available on Oxfam’s website (Swiss Re, Oxfam, Nyala Insurance, RIB 
microfinance, ORDA among the primary partners of the project/Please refer to annex 2 
for detailed clarification on partners). Rainfall Index Insurance project was first 
introduced in Tigray region of Ethiopia and then later expanded to Amhara region, 
particularly to Mikael Debir district/woreda.  This area was not far from where data 
collection for case 1 was conducted. Accordingly, field visit for case 2 was conducted right 
after the completion of case 1.  

During the field visit, similar procedures like in case 1 needed to be followed; 
approaching relevant offices starting from the regional offices to the community level, 
and then step by step going back to the regional and national offices discussing and 
further developing the findings. The first regional office approached was ORDA (a village 
level partner to Oxfam/ Please see section 4 in annex 2 for the specific roles of each actor) 
project office, and the research objective was introduced officially, with the formal letter 
from Ministry of Water (the same letter used for data collection in case 1). After 
conducting a detailed interview with ORDA project officer on the different aspects of the 
rainfall index insurance project, introduction to the project beneficiaries and village 
administration unit was undertaken, facilitated via the project officer. After the 

                                                        
2 Community Led Accelerated WASH is a bilateral rural water supply project between the Ethiopian and 
Finnish governments implemented under One WASH program. It is also known as CMP.   
3 Amhara Credit and Saving Institute  
4 Organization for Rehabilitation and Development of Amhara – a local NGO  
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introduction, schedules for interviews and FGDs with beneficiaries were made. In 
addition, during this visit RIB’s office was approached (a village level microfinance 
partner in the project)  and a detailed interview on RIB’s role on the project and its 
relation with the community was conducted. Additional secondary material such as 
insurance policy documents and RIB’s organizational manual was also gathered during 
this visit. As per the scheduled program, interviews and FGDs with village administration 
and project beneficiaries were conducted on the next three consecutive visits to the 
village. After concluding village level FGDs, another round of interviews was conducted 
with RIB’s and ORDA’s offices respectively to discuss some of the findings from village 
FGDs.   

After completion of the visit to Mikael Debir district, a series of interviews were 
conducted with ORDA’s head office in Bahir Dar and Nyala insurance head office in 
Addis Ababa. The first approach to conduct an interview with Oxfam’s head office in 
Addis Ababa was not successful due to prolonged procedural issues. However, it was later 
possible through a conference call with Oxfam’s officer responsible for Rainfall index 
project in Ethiopia (see section 3 in Annex 2 for methodology). The entire data collection 
was conducted over a period of three months (excluding the conference call). All the data 
have been transcribed. The output of this study is included in this thesis as an essay; 
which is being finalized to be submitted to Environment and Planning :D.   

Case 3: rural water supply in Peeth village, Rajasthan, India  

This case was studied as an extended version of a research project on private water supply 
in Gujarat ( conducted in collaboration with Indian Institute of Management Ahmedabad 
in 2016, the finding of which are co-authored as a book chapter: Technological 
innovations and equitable access to clean drinking water – three case studies from 
Gujarat, India; in Human rights and Technology, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, University of Peace). The collaborative research provided an input to study 
Peeth’s water supply in a sense that the same private company that was supplying water 
in the studied districts of Gujrat also operates in Peeth, but with a unique organizational 
set-up - in a form of public-private-franchise partnership; Public (CSR wing of a financial 
institution/HDFC-ERGO) – Private (Sarvajal Waters) – Franchise (a local entrepreneur) 
(Please refer to annex 3 for details). This business model displays a specific aspect of 
neoliberal rurality in terms of its unique organizational structures that require the rural 
elites to become water entrepreneurs. What makes Peeth’s case even more interesting is 
that the village is categorized as a Dark Zone by the national government. The Indian 
national government categorizes desert prone areas with very low and excessively 
depleting ground water table as Dark Zones. In these areas ground water extraction is 
allowed neither for domestic nor for commercial use. Despite such categorization, the 
private supply appears to be the only supplier of safe and affordable extracted and 
purified ground water, which raises a question of rationality for extraction.   
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Gathering online information on the private company and looking through relevant 
academic publications5 was the starting point for data collection. After studying the 
online materials an official attempt was made to approach the company for an interview, 
which was declined by the company. The company made it clear that it was not willing to 
participate in the study in any form. Without any firsthand information from the 
company the next step was to approach and conduct a detailed discussion with the village 
panchayats (village leaders). These discussions helped in gaining first-hand information 
on the different water related problems, the operation of the company in the village, 
structural and policy issues, service issues, and environmental policy issues related with 
the village water supply. The discussions also provided a general picture on who the users 
of the private service and the public service are. The discussion also indicated that  the 
village, by itself, is a representation of aspects of political history attributed to caste and 
class that constitute specific geographies between the village population.  In other words, 
settlement and access to public services in general and to water supply in particular, etc., 
are attributed to political geography. After these discussions, and with the help of the 
panchayats, introduction to public water users, private water users as well as with the 
franchise was made. Based on the problematics of accessibility, two groups of public 
water users and two groups of private water users (each user group divided by gender) 
were identified for FGD. And, throughout three weeks period a total of 5 FGDs were 
conducted including; one with each user group and one with the franchise. After 
finalizing discussion with the users and the franchise a broader FGD was conducted with 
the village panchayat so as to have more insights into points raised in the FGDs with the 
community and the franchise. The final and concluding phase in data gathering was the 
FGD conducted with the company’s project partner (HDFC ERGO – CSR wing). This was 
organized with the help of a Public Policy Group in IIM, that assisted in organizing a 
conference call based FGD with the partner. The entire field phase of researching Peeth 
took around 5 months (Please see methodology section of annex-3 for details)  

Table 1 Duration of field study and FGDs  

Cases  No. of FGDs/ 
and interviews   

Duration  

1  43  First round, 04 –05.2013;  

Second round, 01 – 04.2016  

2  10  01 – 04/2016  

3  7  04 – 08/2016  

  

                                                        
5 Lal, A., Kumar, N., Srivastava, P. (2012), Sarvajal, a term project paper for the Social Innovation course, 
Indian Institute of Management  
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3.6 Transcription, analysis and validation  

All the empirical material from the interviews and FGDs were transcribed. Each 
interview and FGD is viewed as a social interaction, thus both questions and answers 
were transcribed and analyzed (Wetherell and Potter 1992).   

Narrative approach 

At the time of data collection, the use of narrative approach was not decided upon. The 
use of narrative approach  (in case 1 and case 2) was decided upon the analysis stage after 
discovering story-like qualities in the FGDs and interviews.  The thesis employed a 
categorical content based narrative analysis, which is often applied to do research on a 
given experience across groups of people (Lieblich et al. 1998). That is, the first step is to 
conduct categorical analysis through which all the narratives across several interviews or 
FGDs are identified, compared and categorized. The second step is to look for content. 
Unlike form based narrative analysis that looks into the plot setup and sequence of 
events, etc., content based analysis looks for either surface content (the construction of 
the story) or latent content (the motives behind the construction of the story). This thesis 
employed surface content analysis (what happens in the stories? Which actors are 
present? How are these actors constructed? What form of social relations are constructed 
and how are they presented? What forms of wider rationales are drawn to legitimize 
constructs, meanings or positions? What forms of wider power aspects do these 
constructs point to?) and see how these patterns unfold across the categories. The 
findings are then described based on insights from neoliberal governmentality literature. 
The findings, are thus, interpretation of patterns in the larger body of data, rather than 
immersion in a specific participant’s talk.  

Interpretative repertoire 

The analysis (in case 3) was conducted in three steps. The first step is to go through the 
transcriptions to outline major themes. Here, the focus of analysis is how specific 
practices, social relations, subjectivities/identities, meanings are constructed and 
positioned across FGDs and interviews. The second step involves pointing out accounts 
of discourses that discussants often draw on to rationalize their constructs and/or their 
position, compare these accounts of discourses across the FGDs or interviews, look for 
the principal or the most often drawn account of discourse (repertoire) across the FGDs 
and how this is presented in relation wider discourse. The final step is to make sense of 
the findings in step 1 and 2 using insights from governmentality literature. This thesis’s 
repertoire analysis also focuses on categorical contents to see how the constructed 
repertoires in the FGDs and interviews reproduce specific forms of social relations and 
macropolitical rationalities. Here, it should be noted that both narrative and repertoire 
approaches are interpretative and do not intend to assert a fixed status for the findings 
(Jørgensen and Phillis, 2002). Accordingly, this thesis acknowledges that the analysis 
and findings correspond to the reproduction of particular discourses and theoretical 
framework; which means that a different combination of method and theoretical 
framework may produce a different result.  
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3.7  Limitations of the research 

 
The primary limitations in this thesis have to do with power aspects and language use. 
In case 1, the researcher’s visit to WASCHOs was always accompanied by specific 
persons/guides from the district offices. These people knew the community very well and 
were responsible for introducing the researcher to the community and in assisting the 
researcher to organize the FGDs. Most of these people stayed in the near vicinity when 
the FGD discussants were informed about the research process and even when the FGDs 
were conducted. In this aspect, the process is reproductive of the unequal power relations 
in the status quo. However, this limitation is minimized through increasing the number 
of water communities visited (to see the pattern on the flow of the conversation) and 
through counter checking this pattern from the data conducted three years earlier/in 
2013.  In addition, as mentioned in the previous section, WASHCOs are often comprised 
of 5 members out of which 3 should be women. But, in most cases the husbands 
substitute these women in most of WASHCOs activities. This research’s discussion with 
WASCHOs also follows the existing format, and the findings do not look into the existing 
gender inequalities that could have conveyed other aspects of power relations, rather 
they are reproductive of the unequal power relations.  

In case 3, even though translators that spoke the local language were used during the 
interviews and FGDs, the analysis could not go deeper into examining the effects of 
historically rooted hierarchies of power such as caste, gender, etc. This is mainly because 
meanings and expressions attached to these hierarchies are deeply embedded in 
discussants’ complex use of talk and interaction. In other words, these hierarchies have 
specific ways of shaping what is talked about; which is often lost in translation. This is 
not to say that a translated discussion is not worth of showing the power aspect of the 
reality constructed in a discussion, but it requires a detailed understanding of how these 
specific and complex power hierarchies operate; which the researcher did not have at the 
time of the research. However, the research has acknowledged the presence of such 
power hierarchies and also has indicated their effects in the findings through the use of 
previous literature. This limitation in the study of case 3 was also one of the reviewer’s 
comments raised before the findings were published in Geoforum.  
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4 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS, CONCLUDING REMARKS AND 
CONTRIBUTIONS   

4.1 Main findings of individual papers  

Paper 1 – rural water supply in Amhara, Ethiopia   

The findings of this paper take a look into an authoritarian structure reproduced by the 
state and its liberal development partners (financers such as World Bank, and aid 
institutions, etc.) through which exploitative programs such as One WASH are launched 
to cultivate specific forms of subjectivities. One WASH displays a form of authoritarian 
social relations that seek to rework the micropolitical in terms of neoliberal ideals of 
market and development. The article studies the social relations in multiple districts in 
Amhara region of Ethiopia, and employs Gramscian notions of hegemony together with 
governmentality to examine the relation between the macropolitical and the micro-
practical. The findings suggest that the state and its so-called development partners 
maintain access to and control over the means of production, and thus, constitute what 
Gramsci calls the dominant fundamental groups. One common political economic 
interest of these groups, through One WASH, is the introduction of neoliberal forms of 
organizing around rural water  - producing ownership bearing subjects that conduct 
operation and maintenance of water points in accordance to market standards – through 
rearticulating a long-standing hegemony of ‘lack of capacity’.  

First, while on paper, One WASH looks as if it suggests devolution of power 
(decentralization to the community level), in practice it displays an ideal form of 
authoritarian organizing and conducting to control and regulate community resources. 
This makes the One WASH process an authoritarian implementation of a neoliberal 
product. Second, ‘lack of capacity’ stands out to be the dominant technology of power 
based on which organizing and conducting is done. This means that One WASH is 
constructed based on the premise of ‘lack of capacity’ or it is a display of ‘lack of capacity’ 
in operation. In other words,  ’lack of capacity’ is not just the result of an improperly 
planned top-down WASH program, rather it is an instrument of power in the wider 
hierarchy that regulates and reproduces the flow of knowledge and resources in 
accordance to the subjects’ position in the hierarchy. Thus, ‘lack of capacity’ is a 
persistent outcome, without which sustainability of One WASH program cannot be 
imagined. ‘Lack of capacity’ is thus regulatory in a sense that the state/district cannot 
seize to intervene and the user communities continue to be dependent on the districts 
believing that the district is knowledgeable or resourceful. Third, through the WASH 
program, the elite network aspires to reproduce its network by developing a community 
level water elite called WASHCO. Given that this effort has not been successful, it can be 
said that even though One WASH unites the different actors’ political/intellectual or 
symbolic representation it has not managed to successfully rearticulate the intellectual 
hegemony of ‘lack of capacity’ in terms of ownership bearing subject in water supply as 
it has faced different forms of resistance from the communities. However, it has 
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successfully reproduced the hegemony of ‘lack of capacity’ as all its modalities end up in 
intensifying authoritarian state-society relations in general, and strict woreda control 
and dependent community members in particular.  Looking into the One WASH 
relations, it can be said that ‘lack of capacity’ sets the condition for the rationalization of 
authoritarian technologies of government in the production of the neoliberal subject, and 
the inceptions of programs like One WASH itself become rational only in the realm of 
‘lack of capacity’.  

Paper 2: Weather/rainfall index insurance in Amhara, Ethiopia  

This paper seeks to examine a private – NGO partnership project that seeks to develop a 
market for derivative based rainfall index insurance service in rural Amhara, Ethiopia. 
This paper explores how the project aims to reconfigure villagers’ relationship with 
rainfall by reconstituting rainwater into a unique form of liberal water – satellite water.  
That is, what WII (Weather Index Insurance) recognizes as rainfall does not refer to 
actual raindrops, but to an expert interpreted cloud image captured via satellite. Such 
reconceptualization of rainfall completely transforms the materiality of rainfall and 
redirects the villager’s relationship with rain to be mediated by the insurer and/or the 
organizations that have access to the satellite knowledge. In other words, the making of 
satellite water denies user community any access to decide what rainwater is or is not. 
This means that user communities must be simply obedient to the service providers’ 
knowledge of rainfall regardless of their lived experiences of raindrops.  Thus, this paper 
argues that to design a binding insurance policy that makes satellite water the central 
bargaining element, while at the same time reserving the bargaining knowledge only to 
the service provider, is a product of despot-obedient relation. The primary emphasis of 
the analysis looks into the technologies of despotism that reproduce the good despot vs. 
the obedient subjectivities and social relations in the making and conducting of satellite 
water and/or WII. The respective research questions include - a) what forms of 
technologies of power are constituted in WII? What aspects of despotism are attached to 
them? b) Through such technologies of power, what forms of subjectivities and social 
relationships are reproduced?  

The findings stress that it is only through a synergetic relationship between authoritarian 
and neoliberal governmentality (or through authoritarian governmentality of 
neoliberalism) that the making and conducting of satellite water becomes rational. First, 
the business-aid-state/public partnership constitutes a form of franchise neoliberal 
government that uses despotism to construct a rational ground through which specific 
truths that aim for the good despot vs. obedient subjectivity and social relations are 
reproduced. The fact that ‘lack of capacity’ or ‘to be improved’ subject appear to be critical 
components of this technology of despotism shows the inherent character of the 
subjective division in the making of Satellite water in particular and WII in general. 
Second, these despotic domains are critically essential for WII to translate into a social 
relationship in a rational manner. That is, for instance, the fact that WII could not 
develop attractive market on its own during its pilot phase and the fact that it has to be 
summated with other aid components in a way that makes it compulsory for the user 
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community changes the consumer to the recipient/obedient subject in the faculty of the 
subject’s own improvement. In this way, not only unprofitable insurancial relations 
become profitable but these relations also reproduce and shape authoritarian/despotic 
social practices that are inherent in the making of neoliberalism. Third, it is important to 
note that these subjective distinctions attributed to ‘improvement’ or ‘lack of capacity’ 
are not the means to improvement but are the end in themselves sustained through the 
practices attached to improvement. Thus, ‘to lack the capacity’ is a form organizing tool 
attached not to lacking any form of capacity as such but to the act of reproducing the 
standards and principles constituted by the franchise. This is also supported by the fact 
that ‘improvement’ remains to be unattainable, yet relational and hierarchical subjective 
space within the franchise itself; which makes the franchise’s setup bio-political in 
nature. In this sense, it can be said that, WII is constitutive of despotic technologies of 
power that reproduce a bio-political social platform across geographies of populations 
and its making shows what Dean (2010) referred to as the illiberality of liberal 
government and the respective techniques of governing through distance.   

Paper 3: Rural water supply in Rajasthan, India  

Looking into a privately managed partnership water supply service in Peeth Village, this 
paper studied the relations between the wider neoliberal rationality and village level 
systems of truths that reproduce a specific form of neoliberalization at the village level.  
The study used interpretative repertoire – a form of discourse analysis that focuses on 
principal discourses often drawn upon to constitute and legitimize meanings and social 
relations. The respective research questions of this paper are: what principal 
interpretative repertoire is frequently drawn upon in the village water users’ narratives, 
and what relevant meanings are constituted through this repertoire? Through such 
repertoire and associated meanings, what respective practices, subjectivities and social 
relationships are re/produced within the village water supply? The primary finding of 
this paper is that the repertoire of contamination saturates principles of efficient use of 
technology and bodily health; which led to the materialization and regulation of specific 
form of neoliberal water – Safe water. That is, the introduction of a private supply in the 
village shifted the discussion of water contamination (often resulted from distribution of 
water not from lack of decontamination) to ability to decontaminate or to technological 
ability to decontaminate; which gave the private supply sole ownership over the meaning 
of Safe water. In other words, with introduction of private supply’s technological 
decontamination ability, the public water (which is decontaminated through natural 
filtration process) become equivalent to unsafe water.   

The new Safe water is a specific form of neoliberalism in a sense that it displays an array 
of knowledge forms on efficient use of technology, modern form of responsibility to 
bodily health, entrepreneurship, sustainability, demand-based supply, etc. that seek to 
conduct the village water supply practice and social relations in a neoliberal manner. For 
instance, with the new Safe, clear boundaries were produced between the private and the 
public supply; for drinking and for other domestic uses respectively. Moreover, such 
distinct forms of boundaries reproduce a form of marginalizing social spaces between 
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private users and public water users. That is, ways of thinking and subjectivities aligned 
with market forms of knowledge are perceived as modern, while other forms of knowing 
are considered backward. Public water users’ preference to use lower quality but 
affordable and easily accessible public water is often seen as (by private water users) their 
own failure to develop. In other words, private supply’s problematization of affordability 
in terms of demand – if something as important as water is as ‘cheap’ as  the private 
supply’s water, then its affordability is only a question of demand – draws on market 
technologies of government that not only make access to the poor problematic but also 
rationalize the marginalization of the poor as ‘unaware’ or ‘backward’. In general, as one 
form of neoliberal water, the new Safe water reconfigured the village’s social topography 
in a way that rationalizes the neoliberalization of specific forms of practices, subjectivities 
and social relations.   

4.2 Concluding (general and extended) remarks  

The three papers provide unique examples into specific micro-practical aspects of the 
process of neoliberalization. Paper 1 and paper 2 provide a detailed discussion into 
particular forms of social practices that constitute authoritarianism as neoliberalism or 
vice versa. And the third paper demonstrated exploitative spaces of divisions harnessed 
through the transmutation of neoliberal thinking to the village’s system of knowledge. 
Central to all the three papers is a practice of exploitation that gains rational meaning 
through a specific technology of power – ‘lack of capacity’. Through ‘lack of capacity’ the 
required intra and inter subjective spaces that render the subject governable are 
reproduced and regulated. ‘Lack of capacity’ has been directly or indirectly significant in 
all the three papers, in terms of constructing the individual cases relation with the wider 
neoliberal governmentality. It is thus worth to formulate the concluding remarks in 
relation to ‘lack of capacity’.  

‘Lack of capacity’ displays an ideal form of neoliberal technology of power as it can be 
multilayer in presenting itself as a strategy, government and domination. As a strategy 
of power (Lemke, 2012) it operates at the individual level constructing the ubiquitous 
feature of human interaction as individuals act to direct the possible fields of actions of 
others. For instance, in the study of Peeth village, the use of ‘lack of awareness’ discourse 
in terms of trying to delegitimize the use of Ayurveda remedies to decontaminate water 
can be a good example of ‘lack of capacity’ as a strategy of power in a sense that it is 
displayed interchangeably as individuals try to negotiate spaces within the wider 
neoliberal discourses of bodily health and respective backwardness of resisting bodily 
health. As a technology of domination, ‘lack of capacity’ takes a bigger form than a 
strategy and seeks to constitute a specific domain of subjectivity that restricts subjects 
into maneuvering in limited spaces of rationality, to the point that ‘lack of capacity’ 
appears natural to the individual subject. A good example of this can be government’s 
and development aid institutions’ understanding of the entire user communities (in 
paper 1 and 2) within the lens of ‘lack of capacity’ and vice versa.  
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As a technology of government (Ibid.), ‘lack of capacity’ goes beyond dominatory effect 
and moves to producing a systematized, institutionalized and structured display of power 
that defines sets of conducts and regulates them through appropriate means. In other 
words, as a technology of government ‘lack of capacity’ can be seen as being constitutive 
of authoritarianism; or authoritarianism is a technology of government in the form of 
‘lack of capacity’. In this sense ‘lack of capacity’ can be seen as a critical neoliberal 
technology of power that is constitutive of, and regulatory of, multiple micro and macro 
spaces of subjectivities and social relations; and which has based its rationality in 
neoliberal’s central notion of the ‘free subject’ or the economic rational subject. This 
reaffirms the conceptualization of authoritarianism as a technology of power that resides 
in neoliberalism’s use of the techniques of despotism and liberty interchangeably for the 
government of all (Dean, 2010). 

This understanding of power and global form of government also opens up the discussion 
to challenge not only the application and effects of liberty, but its overall nature or 
makeup as a hegemony or technology of domination. That is, liberty is often constructed 
not only as something constituted as part of state-society relations, but also as an 
imagined state of consciousness/state of freeness or a salvation point to be transcended 
to through liberality. This imagined space produces multiple ‘free’ subject positions on a 
continuum of improvement, based on which subjects continue to work on themselves to 
achieve the ‘best free/liberal subjectivity’ as they see fit. Under the hegemony of liberty, 
individuals can be subjected to multiple systems of knowledge, but the question of 
‘freeness’ reworks the intensity/seriousness of their subjectivity/commitment (Hesse, 
2014).  In other words, individuals often face the question - how free/liberal are you with 
regard to your position within a specific knowledge field? This notion often produces a 
space, between the individual and the knowledge that the individual is attributed to, 
governable by liberty. Concepts such as ‘ideological fundamentalism’ or ‘fanaticism’, 
show the spaces that liberty has produced and seeks to govern in other forms of 
knowledge or ideologies. Moreover, liberty even divides liberal individuals on the degree 
of their liberality/freeness with regard to liberalism. It is strategic in itself since it sets 
the individual on a course of self-improvement within him/herself and in relation to 
others. Thus, liberty is not something to be achieved, but is a continuously rearticulated 
hegemony/technology of domination that produces an international space for a rational 
government of each and all. (Hesse, 2014; Neal, 2009; Dean, 2010; Lemke, 2001)    

To sum up, and taking the discussion back to the relation between the macropolitcal and 
micropolitical as observed through the object of water, this thesis is not trying to make 
some form of standardized generalizations, but rather focuses on how the process of the 
specificness or how does the general/macro becomes part of the specific. Accordingly, it 
can be concluded that neoliberal rationality embeds itself in water and constitutes a 
domain that presumes neoliberal social relations and practices as universal. This does 
not only mean that water is understood and related with in neoliberal terms, but all the 
distinctions, geographies, subjectivities, social locations associated with neoliberality 
manifest through water. By reproducing itself through the materiality of water, 
neoliberalism does not only present itself as something natural, but significantly 
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maintains the idea that other forms of knowing and relating are unnatural. It is within 
these domains of political relations that individuals render themselves as subjects of 
economic exploitation.  

4.3 Contributions and future areas of research  

The overall contribution of this thesis is approaching the extensively researched area of 
neoliberal governmentality - but with a focus on the specific everyday aspects through 
which it reproduces itself. This has helped to shed sharper light on the areas of 
governmentality that require continuous research – the messy micro instabilities and 
actualities of social relations (O’Malley et. Al, 1997, p. 509). In addition, the use of 
governmentality has helped to produce a comprehensive analytical ground to examine 
the relation between the forms of self-control at micro level and their relation with a 
wider form of political domination. Through the focus on the microinstabilities of power, 
this thesis was also able to show the incompleteness of neoliberalism’s political 
rationality in a sense that it is not that the social reality that it presents already exists, 
but it is made to look so through a constant process of re-articulation of power and 
irrationalization of other domains of knowledge (Lemke, 2012). The specific areas of 
contribution include –  

1) Authoritarian governmentality -  

One of this thesis’s primary areas of contributions is authoritarian governmentality 
(Dean, 2010) and authoritarian neoliberalism literatures (Buff & Tansel, 2018). The 
study of authoritarianism in relation to neoliberalism constitutes two primary research 
streams (Buff & Tansel, 2018). The first research stream focuses on authoritarian 
neoliberalism within the so called liberal democratic states. Here, authoritarianism is 
understood as a form of power practice effected by a liberal democratic state on to its 
citizens in order to protect the circuits of capital accumulation. Here the overall view is 
on what the state of unfreedom could mean in a world of freedom and consumption 
(Varman & Vikas, 2007), with an emphasis into ‘particular administrative and legal 
efforts to limit the social and political space for contesting those ideas/policies, as well as 
to facilitate a broader realignment of public power away from democratic politics’ (Bruff 
& Tansel, 2019: 240) . This stream does not locate authoritarianism within the state as 
such but within the neoliberal thinking of protecting the sovereignty of economic 
rationalism. The second research steam seeks to understand how the state of unfreedom 
has been increasingly taking space in specific geographies as neoliberal’s new mode of 
governing consumption - authoritarianism (Bond, 2019: Bloom 2016). It focuses on the 
so called Southern states, especially in Latin America and middle eastern states, China 
and Cambodia (Bruff &Tansel, 2018), and looks into authoritarian forms of 
neoliberalization. Here, authoritarianism is often viewed as a state form (Harrison, 
2018), with a symbiotic relation with neoliberalism. This research stream emphasizes the 
idea that authoritarianism of global practices in the aftermath of the global economic 
crisis do not mark a break from neoliberalism but represent an ambitious form of 
neoliberalization, that this stream refers as authoritarian neoliberalism (Ibid.). It can be 
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said that this thesis makes significant contributions to both research streams in terms of 
its conceptualization and empirical findings. First, the conceptualization of 
authoritarianism as a form of neoliberal technology of power attributed to the technology 
‘lack of capacity’ adds to the debates in the first category of research in a sense that it 
shows the intensity or stretch of neoliberalism’s authoritarianism to the individual level; 
responsibilitizing the sense of ‘free subject’ based divisions to the individual, thus 
rendering the individual governable. In addition, the discussion on ‘lack of capacity’ as a 
strategy of power, as a form of domination and as a technology of government shows how 
authoritarianism (as a form of ‘lack of capacity’ technology of government) becomes 
constitutive of inter-subjective, institutional and wider hierarchical (organizational and 
state form apparatuses) power relations.  

Second, in line with the second research stream, the thesis’s empirical findings show how 
the relation between authoritarianism and neoliberalism become symbiotic in a sense 
that they both need each other in order to exist. A good example is how neoliberal 
packages (such as One WASH and Index Insurance) need authoritarian setting to exist, 
while at the same time become mediums through which authoritarianism is reproduced. 
Through approaching authoritarianism as a technology of power, this thesis also opens 
up some spaces of discussions in second research stream. For instance, Harrison (2018), 
argues that authoritarian state forms are often intertwined with developmental notion in 
Africa, and display the worst forms of exploitation when they are entangled with 
neoliberalism; or they tend to be more effective in terms of development when detached 
from neoliberalism’s market projects.  This argument could be an ideal representation of 
Case 2 – the coupling of insuransial logic with development aid through authoritarianism 
and how these shows the worst of both worlds – authoritarianism and neoliberalism. 
However, Harrison’s formulation of authoritarianism as a state somehow restrains the 
discussion of authoritarianism only to the state boundary. That is, viewing 
authoritarianism as a neoliberal technology of power opens a space to see its operation 
beyond the state, also as a form of power attached to ‘development’ or ‘aid’ apparatuses. 
In this sense, it can be said that it is not that authoritarianism becomes effective when 
coupled with the notion of development (in the case of African developmental states 
discussed in Harrison (2008)), but the notion of development in itself  can be seen as 
form of authoritarianism practiced through the aid apparatus. And if any effectiveness 
arises it could be because we are talking about the same form of power practiced through 
different apparatuses. These are some areas of contribution that shed some light into the 
neoliberal foundations of authoritarianism in particular and the respective techniques of 
governing that make neoliberal authoritarianism rational (Dean, 2010). In addition, with 
authoritarianism increasingly becoming the dominant form of organizing in specific 
geographies (Bond, 2019), its examination as a liberal technology of power together with 
the practicalities of the respective subjectivities and social relations needs further 
analytical and empirical examination.  
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2) The focus on difference –  

Critics of governmentality often argue that ‘inattention to difference’ is one less 
researched area in governmentality (McKee, 2009). These critics stress that the 
overemphasis on the subject’s  free production of self gives  little attention to the social 
locations that determine the extent of the subject’s subjectivity. The attributes or 
characteristics attached to the free subject work upon these social locations or domains 
of divisions and attach their own political attributes to the hierarchical privilege 
constitutes through these domains of divisions. These domains of difference determine 
what ways should which subject relates to which domain or material/object of power 
(Bourke &Meppem, 2000). For instance, rephrasing Bruan (2002),  these domains of 
difference set the rules of the game, based on which, for instance, how ‘nature’s defender’, 
‘thinker’, ‘speaker’, ‘protestor’ subjectivity was reserved for the young white man over 
Nuu-chah-nulth’s land, while the latter’s subjective role is only limited to maintaining 
their closeness to nature or being unsophisticated thinker or speaker; and how anything 
that falls outside of these social locations become inauthentic or irrational. This shows 
the forms of attributes, together with specific forms of practices, social relations and 
geographicalizations, attached to neoliberal’s free subject.  

The findings from all three papers of this thesis make significant contributions to the 
domains of differences that neoliberal governmentality seeks to constitute and regulate. 
These papers also show the particular workings or practicalities constituted through the 
neoliberalization of these domains of difference, and the specific ways that these 
workings shape or reconstitute the macropolitical. This thesis’s focus on domains of 
difference goes only as far as looking into the neoliberalization of spaces constituted and 
regulated within these domains of differences. The analysis of difference on the 
individual level or how the technologies of self work in terms of the subject’s own 
continuous rearticulation of self subjectivity in relation to endlessly changing spaces of 
social relation and domination requires a nuanced empirical and conceptual 
investigation and constitutes major area for future research. The focus on the individual 
subject’s self-government in accordance to social locations will help in exploring new 
emerging constellations that have been overlooked with an emphasis on the aggregate. 
This will also curtail the problematics of lifting up some forms of social locations and/or 
inequalities at the potential expense of erasing other forms of inequalities that might 
exist but have not been yet explored (Anthias, 2012).   

3) Other contributions -  

Even though the overall objective of the this thesis to study the wider neoliberal 
governmentality, the individual case findings also contribute both empirically and 
conceptually to specific micro governmentality studies such as rural water 
governmentality research (Hellberg 2018, 2017, 2014; Bakker, 2013, 2010, 2009, 2003; 
Ekers &Loftus, 2008; Budds, 2009; Vos et.al, 2018; Renou, 2017; Rogers et.al, 2016;  
Feitelson &Fischhendler, 2009; Agnew, 2011,),  risk and index insurance governance 
research (Collier et. al, 2009; Clarke &Grenham, 2012; Baker, 1994: Johnson, 2013; 
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Grove, 2012), and also to studies of financialization especially in terms of financializing 
specific geographies (leyshon, 1995; Roy, 2010, 2012). Here, one critical area that could 
provide an interesting avenue for future research could be the use of discourse theoretical 
approach (as inspired by Laulau and Mouffe in Jørgensen &Phillips (2002)) in the study 
of the relation between the micro and macro in general and in the analysis of everyday 
authoritarianism as well as everyday practices of historically rooted conditioning such as 
caste and gender in particular. A discourse theoretical approach could provide a further 
in-depth understanding to this research’s findings in terms of showing how meanings are 
emerging, how key nodal points are identified in the discourse, how equivalence is 
created and how the construction of chains of equivalence and positions of divergence is 
demonstrated.  
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APPENDICES 

Annex 1: Paper 1  

Subjectivity, Hegemony and Resistance in Ethiopia’s Rural WASH 

This paper explores how Ethiopia’s rural Water Sanitation Hygiene 

(WASH) program ‘One WASH’ seeks to reproduce hegemonic state-society 

relations. Using insights from Foucauldian governmentality and 

Gramscian hegemony literatures, this paper analyses the 

interconnectedness between subjectivity/subject making and resistance in 

the WASH program in relation to wider state-society relations and political 

economy. The paper draws on field work from Amhara region of Ethiopia, 

and examines different service delivery modalities in rural WASH. The 

findings suggest that end-users’ resistance of WASH program’s subject 

making efforts is not only program induced, but rather an expression of a 

wider repressive state-society relations.   

Keywords: political economy, governmentality, hegemony, 

authoritarianism, water supply, Ethiopia 

Introduction 

For the past few decades, decentralization has been a dominant paradigm in global 
environmental and water supply governance. The core principles of decentralized 
governance include the rollback of the state, increased private actor involvement, and 
imaginations of autonomous subjects that can operate freely as per the market logic 
(Zimmerer, 2006; Batterbury and Fernando, 2006). These principles have been reflected 
in rural water supply in the global South starting from the late 1970s in the form of 
Community Management of Operation and Maintenance (CMOM). Since the 1980s, 
following the push from global donors and financial institutions’ (such as the World Bank 
and International Monetary Fund,  UK Department for International Development etc.) 
for water supply sector reforms in southern states (Goldman, 2007; Ashtana, 2013), the 
ideas of CMOM have gained significant ground in rural water governance (Lockwood, 
2002; 2003). The approach emphasizes the retreat of the state, with   rural communities 
made responsible for managing the operation and maintenance (O&M) of water points 
(Harvey and Ree, 2006; Cornwall, 2001; 2002). CMOM imagines community members 
as subjects who will take on the responsibility of O&M and who will self-monitor, self-
conduct and self-restrict their practices in relation to sustained use of rural water points 
(“ownership bearing subjects”).  

In the context of Ethiopia’s rural water supply, CMOM was first implemented in the late 
1980s, yet only in the form of financial contribution for O&M. Later in 2009, CMOM was 



 

 

47

nationally launched in an integrated manner to include the physical (operating the 
scheme), financial (cost-sharing), social (community organization for water 
management) and technical (maintenance skills) aspects under the national ‘One Water, 
Sanitation and Hygiene’ program (Mogese et. al., 2015). Three aspects of the One WASH 
program make it a typical example of a neoliberal water governance program: the basic 
principles in the program were advocated by the state’s development partners (World 
Bank, UNICEF, DFID etc.); it emphasized increased community involvement; it 
facilitated eventual rollback of the state and increased private sector involvement in 
service provision. The WASH program seeks to implement CMOM through emphasis on 
ownership with three decentralized modes of service delivery modalities: Woreda 
(district) Managed Projects (WMP), Community Managed Projects (CMP), and NGO 
Managed Projects (NMP)6 (Gemechu, 2012; MOWE, 2014). However, even though 
CMOM is argued to strengthen implementation and sustained use of rural water points, 
it has largely failed in practice, making the state’s involvement in O&M inevitable (ADB, 
2016; AMCOW, 2015). While this failure in terms of poor functionality of water points 
has often been attributed to the absence of “ownership” among water users for their 
supply schemes, the attribution remains underexamined and unpacked.  

In this paper, we seek to provide a comprehensive analysis on the relation between the 
“ownership” that has been thrust or demanded from participants in the One WASH 
program (WASH program hereafter), and the respective water users’ resistance. For this 
analysis we use theoretical lenses of governmentality and hegemony. To motivate the use 
of these lenses, it is important to highlight that even though the underlying principles of 
the WASH program are a reflection of neoliberal water governance, its implementation 
involves both neoliberal and authoritarian actors at the local and international level.  We 
argue that, while the “ownership” discourse suggests the transference of power and 
consequent empowerment, the manner in which ownership comes to be constituted 
primarily reflects and reinforces the multiple political economic interests of the state and 
its development partners. These interests are not necessarily aligned with actual 
transference of power and decision making to the communities that are sought to be 
labelled as “owners”. The rhetoric of “ownership”, we argue, comes to be discursively 
inflicted on users. It serves as an instrument for furthering hegemonic neo-liberal ideals, 
and strengthening the interests of both the international and local dominant groups even 
as it claims to do otherwise. However, this exercise of power is not unchallenged and the 
end-users show different forms of resistance, resisting and complying selectively.   

This paper proceeds in four further sections. After a brief literature review that allows us 
to build our conceptual framework, we discuss the WASH program and the sector wide 
modes of service delivery it promotes (WMP and CMP), describing the designated roles 
and interests of different actors in these modalities.  Here, we will also try to broaden on 
the political economic interests of the respective actors in shaping service delivery 
modalities, and end-users’ different forms of resistance. The final sections, discussion 

                                                        
6 WMP and CMP are sector wide approaches whereas NMPs are micro level NGO financed 
projects.  
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and conclusion, will provide a detailed discussion on hegemony and political economy in 
shaping water governmentality in general and end users’ resistance in particular.   

Subject making and resistance: Governmentality and hegemony 

A considerable number of earlier studies on how participants come to be constructed and 
imagined (“subject making”) as particular kind of subjects and resistance in rural water 
supply governance, have drawn on Foucauldian notions of governmentality. Much of this 
research examines subject making and resistance within the realm of neoliberal political 
rationality, where the individuals are considered as free and autonomous freely 
positioning and acting upon a specific path from the sets of paths provided by the 
governing neoliberal rationality (Lemke, 2002). Similarly, much of governmentality 
research conceptualizes resistance as part of the individual’s subjectivity, i.e., the 
individual’s free choice not to act upon the provided set of paths (e.g. Gemechu, 2018). 
In other words, the free individual or individual’s free choice (also referred to as 
technology of self (Foucault, 1988)) is central to governmentality’s analysis of power; 
where power operates as something diffuse that circulates freely and that is visible 
through its effects (Foucualt, 1988; Lemke, 2002).  

A critique of governmentality limiting its conceptual significance in non-liberal contexts 
is this notion of free subjects (Dean, 2010). In non-liberal states, the notion of 
subjectivity equates with different illiberal forms of ordering by the state rather than 
through individual’s free will (see Sigley, 2006; Dean, 2010). For instance, in 
authoritarian states such as Ethiopia (Vaughan, 2011; Vaughan and Tronvoll, 2003), the 
individual is primarily recognized not as an independent subject, but as a member of 
hierarchical political socio-economic groups (please see ‘the Ethiopian context’ section 
below). Accordingly, individuals’ free will and capacity to self-regulate is not 
autonomous. Instead, it becomes an expression of the individual’s group’s political 
economic position in relation to other groups. The critique points to the need of 
conceptually supplementing governmentality while studying subjectivity and resistance 
in a non-liberal context (Birkenholtz, 2009).  

A relevant research stream that fills in the gap in its analysis of subjectivity and resistance 
is Gramsci’s notion of hegemony. Gramsci examines the relations between the commons 
and the dominant fundamental groups i.e. elites with regard to resource control 
(Gramsci, 2011). These dominant fundamental groups have access to and control over 
much of the means of production (the economic), which also gives them considerable 
power over the cultural (ideological and/or intellectual) fabrics and over the state (the 
political). According to Gramsci, these groups’ interests are allied with that of the state’s, 
and they have the means to exercise hegemony over those that lack access (Gramsci 
2011). These groups seek to articulate hegemony over the commons either through free 
will or through the use of force so as to enhance their cultural, intellectual and economic 
dominance. What Gramsci refers to as hegemony is the point at which the elite’s 
intellectual ideas become “common sense” for all. In Gramscian terms, consent and 
resistance are not only attributed to individuals’ subjectivity, but is primarily associated 
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with the individual’s subordination to a specific political economic group, and the 
individual’s expression of this group’s position in relation to that of the fundamental 
group’s (Cox, 1983).   

This distinction also underlines the main difference between Gramsci’s and Foucault’s 
analysis of power. Unlike Foucault, Gramsci views power, as fluid in a continuum that 
produces free consent at one end and resistance (often met by force) at the other. The 
subordinated either give consent to or resist these efforts selectively, expressing their 
subject positions and exhibiting the instability of hegemony. In this sense, consent and 
resistance, and therefore hegemony, is constantly being rearticulated (Gramsci 1999) 

For Gramsci, state-society relations follow directly from the leading group’s interests in 
the political, economic and cultural realms. In addition, Gramsci’s analysis of these elite 
groups is not limited to local structures but extends to transnational political economic 
and cultural structures that are constantly shaped through the influence of global elite 
networks with an emphasis on their political influence on the structured flow of power. 
Foucault’s emphasis, on the other hand, focuses on how specific technologies of 
government –ways of organizing and conducting, or techniques of governing that involve 
multiple political, administrative, subjective and material instruments (Foucault, 1988) 
- are devised and mobilized not as an act of a specific group, but as a function of a self-
sustaining political system. In other words, Gramsci focuses on the sources of power, 
whereas Foucault analyses the effects of power (Aalen, 2002; Birkenholtz, 2009; Hui, 
2018).  

Bringing these two approaches into constructive dialogue has helped embark critical 
academic discussions as it provides a comprehensive view on subjectivity and resistance 
from both the political rationality and group structure perspectives. For instance, Li 
(2007) tried to pinpoint the significance of local structures in constituting decentralized 
environmental governance regulations into hegemonic state-society relations in 
Indonesia. She argues that the decentralized environmental governance practices 
encouraged by supranational modes of governing have reproduced problematic local 
governance structures that they were meant to replace; to which beneficiaries show 
different forms of resistance. Birkenholtz (2009) also uses a similar approach to show 
how the state’s decentralization efforts in rural water supply governance in Rajasthan 
(India) reworked historically embedded subject positions (such as caste, gender, etc. that 
produced unequal social relations) to constitute the dominant caste groups’ idea as a 
common sense; which triggered resistance among other caste groups.  

Even though Gramscian and Foucauldian approaches focus on different aspects of 
power, combining them is insightful for our empirical site. Governmentality helps us 
identify the techniques of governing in the WASH program, together with their political 
(neoliberal), subjective and material implications, whereas Gramsci’s hegemony helps us 
understand the functions and the respective mobilization and circulations of these 
techniques of governing in the context of authoritarian polities.  
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The Ethiopian context   

Ethiopian rural water supply does not stand autonomous to the surrounding political 
economic structures. It is rather an expression of the local authoritarian and global 
neoliberal motives and ways of ordering. Since the 1990s, the Ethiopian government, i.e. 
the ruling authoritarian party, has adopted a revolutionary democracy political 
rationality aiming to transform the state into a competitive developmental state. The 
competitive developmental state notion envisions neoliberal free market system as an 
end to be attained through a neoliberal model of development to be directed and 
regulated by Marxist/Leninist notions of vanguard party centralism and global 
development actors. This has made global development institutions key partners of the 
state and key enablers to the country’s policy making and resource administration 
process.  (Bach, 2011; Vaughan, 2011). Following this political reform, the state 
conducted distinct forms of party-based hierarchical decentralization; hierarchical social 
reorganizations7 that extend to the household level and that advance the state’s political 
economic merits8 (Bekele et. al., 2016). These reorganizations developed hierarchical 
networks of elites (party members) that extends from the central to the household level. 
This highlights a top-down state-society relations, the ruling party’s authoritarian 
penetrative capacity into civil organizations, and the thin line between state and party 
(Molvaer, 1995; Matfess, 2015).  

In Gramscian terms, it can be said that the hierarchical social groupings, together with 
the state’s development partners, constitute the fundamental dominant group or 
dominant elite networks as they control much of the economic resources and maintain 
political, intellectual, and cultural dominance over the rest of the community.  

The role of these elite networks is also reflected in the country’s rural water supply in 
general and in the WASH program in particular. First, the 1990 social reorganization 
makes up the vital part of the WASH program’s organization platform (see WASH 
implement framework in MOWE, 2014). Second, as part of this platform, rural WASH is 
implemented through a multilayer of state and development partner institutions 
extending from the federal to the rural village level. Third, in addition to the 
administrative structures, key financial institutions such as the micro-finance 
institutions involved in the implementation of WASH are controlled and mobilized by 
the elite groups. Given a constitutive relationship between the local economic, the 
political and the wider ideological spheres, we contend that the Ethiopian authoritarian 
system does not exist independent of the wider political economy of neoliberal 
governmentality. It actually reproduces (and is reproduced by) the conditions that 
sustain the wider neoliberal relations. Consequently, the political economy in which the 

                                                        
7 Social reorganization - National government > regional state > sub,region/zone > 
District/Woreda > Village/Kebele (This point is the end point for the formal government structure 
and the beginning of communal structure) > sub-village/Gote (10 development units) > 
Development unit (6 cells) > cell (5 households) > household (Bekele et.al, 2016)  
8 The leader of each segment (starting from the cell level) has to be a member of the ruling party 
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WASH program is embedded in is characterized by of both local authoritarian motives 
as well as international neoliberal thinking.  

Methodology  

To address its research objectives, we use interviews and focus-group discussions (FGDs) 
with community-level water, sanitation and hygiene committees (WASCHOs), 
governmental, non-governmental and private actors in 8 woredas (i.e. districts) in 
Amhara region, Ethiopia. Amhara is the first region in Ethiopia that has been 
experimenting with CMOM (especially under Rural Water Supply and Environmental 
Program; see Mogese et.al, 2015) before it was launched as part of the WASH program. 
To date, Amhara exhibits the country’s highest implementation of simple technology 
rural water supply schemes on the basis of CMOM (Gemechu, 2012). However, according 
to sector professionals, low sense of community “ownership” of water schemes 
(COWASH, 2017) persists to be a problem in the region. In addition, even though the 
WASH program calls for a full withdrawal of the state in the post-implementation phases 
of water point construction, the woreda level administration continues to be involved in 
the technical aspects, especially in the provision of maintenance services. These 
conditions made the WASH program in Amhara well suited to study the process of 
ownership bearing subject making and resistance in Ethiopia’s rural water supply 
governance.  

Relevant data were generated during two periods of time; first 05.04 – 22.05.2013, 
second 02.02 – 28.03.2016. Our first step in generating data was to approach the federal 
Community-Led Accelerated WASH (COWASH) project office and a national consultant 
to learn about the different WMP, CMP and NMP projects in the Amhara region. Based 
on our discussions we were able to select the woredas based on their scheme functionality 
(we included woredas that have reported low, medium and high functionality  of simple 
technology water schemes) and accessibility, including woredas that are implementing 
all the three modalities of WMP, CMP and NMP. The inclusion of woredas with low 
functionality was important in understanding the dynamics of resistance towards the 
WASH program. Once we approached the woredas, with the help of woreda officials, we 
used the same criteria of scheme functionality to identify communities and selected few 
communities for interviewing based on accessibility. The criteria of accessibility 
influenced the study in leaving very remote communities out of the study – the lack of 
investigating the impacts of geographical marginalization is thus a limitation of this 
study. Also, most community members that were interviewed were representatives of the 
WASHCOs, excluding the narratives of other ‘non-expert’ end users out of the scope of 
this study. Semi-structured interview guides were developed to mobilize open-ended 
discussions. Respondents were asked to discuss their understanding and concerns 
related to water supply as they see fit. Each interview took 1 to 1.5 hours on average. 
During the two periods of time in generating data, a total of 43 interviews and FGDs were 
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conducted: 23 WASHCOs9, 10 government/ woreda officials10, 2 government/regional 
officials11, 3 artisans12, 1 microfinance representative13, 3 NGO representatives14, 1 
national consultant15. Each interview/FGD was moderated using the local Amharic 
language. 

The data were recorded and transcribed. Secondary resources that provide information 
on the WASH program in general and on the specific actors’ practices in particular were 
reviewed16. We use insights offered in the narrative methodology (Elliot, 2005; 
Hinchman and Hinchman, 1997); an interpretative approach that helps to understand 
how different actors make sense of the WASH program through their stories. In general, 
narratives can be defined as forms of discourses that people draw on to make sense of 
self and other as well as to understand the world in a meaningful way (Hinchman and 
Hinchman 1997). What is central to narrative approach is its emphasis on a definite 
audience within a given period of time. That is, it should not be taken as a window to 
people’s lives or external world, but as a lived reality as the experience of life unfolds 
(Ibid.).  

Accordingly, data analysis was conducted in two phases. The first phase involved detailed 
assessment of both primary and secondary data. Here, different actors’ understandings 
and expressions of their water supply were thoroughly examined. The major assessment 
points were on how each actor expresses the modalities and/or the WASH program 
(strengths and weaknesses of the modality, the processes of planning and 
implementation, post-implementation and O&M management), different actors’ 
understanding of sense of ownership by the communities and associated roles and 
responsibilities of each actor. In the second phase, antagonistic expressions that 
correspond to each assessment point were identified and mapped. Based on 
governmentality and Gramscian literatures, these findings were then interpreted in 

                                                        
9 (WFGD, 2013) first round of FGDs with WASHCOs; (WFGD, 2016) second round of FGDs 
with WASHCOs 
10 (Bhardar zuria woreda officer interview (BZWI, 2013; BZWI, 2016), Bure woreda officer 
interview (BWI: 2013), Yilmana Densa woreda officer interview (YDWI: 2013; 2016), 
Guangua woreda officer interview (GWI: 2013), Dera woreda officer interview (DWI: 2013), 
Fogera woreda officer interview (FWI: 2013: 2016), Mecha woreda officer interview (MWI: 
2013), Dembecha woreda officer interview (DWI:2013), Finote Selam woreda officer interview 
(FSWI: 2013), Debre Elias woreda officer interview (DEWI: 2013) 
11 CMP regional coordinator interview (RCI: 2013:2016), Regional WASH Coordinator 
interview (RWCI: 2013) 
12 Fogera woreda artisans interview (FAI: 2013), Yilmana Densa Woreda Artisan interview 
(YDAI: 2016), Bahir Dar Zuriya woreda artisans interview (BZAI: 2016) 
13 Bure Woreda ACSI representative interview (BACSII: 2013) 
14 Interview with CARE Ethiopia representatives (CAREI: 2016), Interview with World Vision 
representatives (WVI: 2016), Interview with ORDA representatives (ORDAI : 2016) 
15 National consultant Interview (NCI: 2016) 
16 Secondary resources: Wash Implementation Framework (2011), Wash National Program 
document (2014), CMP and WMP project implementation manuals (2012), CARE Ethiopia and 
World Vision Ethiopia, WASH Implementation manual (2012) 
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relation to hegemony and resistance within the domain of multiple political economic 
interests. 

The WASH program: making of ownership bearing subjects 

The stated objective of the WASH program has been to boost rural water supply coverage 
through increased scheme construction, and to cultivate ownership among users (WASH 
Program Operational Manual/POM, 2014). The users –subjects of the program – are 
expected to take on the responsibility of O&M management in accordance with WASH 
regulations. In doing so, WASH purportedly promotes the ideals of a “smaller” state, the 
decentralization of decision-making to the community level and more cost effective 
O&M.  It passes on the responsibilities of O&M to user communities to efficiently utilize 
locally manageable simple technologies – typically hand pumps and gravity based spring 
developments. To assist, the program also claimed to invest in the capacity building of 
local communities; drawing in the involvement of non-governmental and private actors 
as well as microfinance institutions in rural water supply (MOWE, 2013; 2014). The 
underlining liberal principles are further reflected through the way the program 
constitutes, and relates with, ownership. The Program Operational Manual (POM) 
constructs ownership as a social value to be gained through monetary, material and 
resource exchange. The end users have to participate in the planning and 
implementation phases of water supply scheme construction through monetary (15% to 
20% of the project cost depending on each modality), labor, material and time 
contributions in order to develop sense of ownership  (MOWE, 2014; Suominen 2016; 
Mogese et.al. 2015)  

The program has also outlined specific dimensions on which ownership is measured, 
based on which water user groups are considered to have developed a sense of ownership 
(MOWE 2011, 2013, 2014; INC: 2016). Using these measures, water users are assumed 
to have developed ownership if, 

a) they conduct periodic meetings to discuss about their water points (social);  
b) they make periodic O&M financial contributions and deposit the money in their 

microfinance account to build a maintenance reserve (financial) 
c) they take care of their water point by constructing fence and gate around their 

water point, control appropriate scheme usage and frequency and hire a guard to 
protect the scheme from theft and misuse (physical);  

d) they conduct the necessary maintenance in case of breakdowns or buy the 
required services and materials with their maintenance reserve (technical).  

Another important component of ownership development aspect of WASH is capacity 
building. Each service delivery modality (WMP, CMP and NMP) incorporates two sets of 
capacity building programs to WASHCOs. The first round17 is provided at the planning 
phase and involves 3 to 5 days of training on managing the social, financial and physical 

                                                        
17 This training is given to all WASCHO members on how to organize the community and raise 
and regulate finance.  
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aspects of ownership. The second round18 is given provided at the post-implementation 
phase and involves 1 to 3 days of training on managing the technical and physical aspects 
of ownership.  

The components of ownership described above constitute an integral part of how the 
WASH program constitutes its subjects. Each service delivery modality involves different 
actors. The political economic interests of the involved actors influence how they operate 
(e.g. the capacity building programs, community contributions, financing, etc.) Below, 
we briefly outline the different modes of service delivery, level of community 
involvement, institutional structures utilized. We also emphasize the critical actors and 
their roles and responsibilities envisioned in them. Our discussion will not include NMPs 
because these approaches are small scale and woreda specific. WMP and CMP, on the 
other hand, constitute sector wide approaches and use existing national and regional 
state structures.  

 

 

 

                                                        
18 This is a maintenance training given to one or two selected WASHCO members (known as care 
takers) 
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As the table illustrates, the dominant actors in WMP and CMP are the World Bank and 
the Finnish Government respectively. Since the Government of Ethiopia (GOE) is a 
common actor we first present its overall role in WASH, and later also highlight its 
specific roles in each modality.  

The role of the government  

As WASH policies articulate, the primary interest of the Ethiopian government is to boost 
water supply coverage and to develop control over water resource management. The GOE 
operates through its hierarchical structures that extend from Ministry of Water to 
Woreda Office of Finance and Economic Development  (WOFED) as well as Woreda 
Water Office (WWO) at the woreda level.19 In driving policies, GOE also opens up the 
political and social spaces for global development actors, NGOs, global financial and 
political institutions such as the WB.20 Further, they influence design elements including 
community participation or the use of local labor, material and financial resources.  

Through its choices, the state has maintained control over water resources by retaining 
key decision making at the woreda level regardless of the objective of the WASH program 
for decentralized service delivery (further explained below under WMP and CMP sub 
sections). Moreover, the making of the party owned financial institute (Amhara Credit 
and Savings Institute, ACSI)21 an integral part of WASH’s service delivery structure, 
reveals the authoritarian political economic objective of enhancing control over 
groundwater, a community resource. The motivation for this type of resource control 
may reflect the government’s future intentions of groundwater exploitation for industrial 
use of large-scale agricultural practices for the needs of foreign direct investment22.  

Woreda Managed Project, WMP 

Other than the state, the dominant actor in WMP, is the World Bank (the Bank 
hereafter)23 . The Bank is a key role player in boosting water supply coverage through 
the provision of capital as well as in taking significant regulatory steps. The Bank 
provides 90% of the projects’ finance as well as technical inputs for building a neoliberal 
regulatory framework - (that exists within the state structure and that oversees all the 
woredas).  

                                                        
19 Woreda level offices take the implementor role in WASH as they are responsible for direct 
engagement with the community, approving funds, signing contracts with the user community 
and scheme contractors, working in collaboration with ACSI (especially in terms of monitoring 
users’ initial maintenance contribution, which is a prerequisite for users to get a water point and 
in terms of approving users’ request to withdraw their savings from ACSI) 
20 (NCI: 2016) 
21 ACSI is owned by Tiret enterprises (Tiret enterprises is owned by the regional wing of the 
ruling party (see Vaughan, 2003)). It has a regional, woreda and village level outreach and it 
provides a village level access for saving maintenance deposits.  
22 (NCI, 2016) 
23 (FSWI, 2013; DEWI, 2013; DWI, 2013) 
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In its formal pronouncements, the Bank seeks to boost water supply by facilitating 
decentralization of O&M. However, maintaining cost effective provision of capital 
together with extending political and policy influence, are also integral for the Bank’s 
objectives. In practice, decentralizing the process to the community level would involve 
thousands of additional personnel at each woreda who oversee the operation in the 
community level. This would not only fail to be cost-effective in the short term but would 
also threaten existing networks and political-economy relations. Therefore, in WMP, the 
final point of decentralization i.e. (key decision-making) remains at the woreda level. 24   

Community Managed Project, CMP 

The key actors in CMP are the Ethiopian government and the Government of Finland25, 
operating as a bilateral partner to the GOE. Unlike the Bank in WMP, Finnish 
Government has invested primarily in capacity development, seeing its role to be a 
development enabler.26 In contrast to WMP, CMP extends decentralization to WASHCO 
level, giving WASCHOs full decision-making power over implementation as well as 
financial management27. Moreover, unlike WMP, there is at least one CMP official at the 
woreda level who regulate WASCHOs’ activities closely.  

Even though the notion of development liberalism seems to make CMP look more 
decentralized, in practice its implementation and post-implementation management 
continue to remain under the woreda. This, as we elaborate later, reflects the nature of 
development liberalism in viewing subjects as constantly requiring intervention and 
never worthy enough of being liberated from it. This creates tensions in granting 
WASHCOs the financial and implementation autonomy, that it otherwise preaches in its 
policy framework.  

End users’ resistance   

Even as the different modes of governance try to shape and define subjects in their own 
imaginations, we find several accounts of resistance by the water users. Based on 
discussions with WASHCOs28, we describe the different forms of resistance expressed by 
water users.  

All the interviewed user groups hold periodical meetings about their water point. The 
FGDs also revealed that the more tangible elements are complied to at least partially: 
fences are constructed and guards are assigned to protect the scheme and regulate 
misuse. These two expressions show prima facie compliance to the WASH program’s 
objectives. However, this masks the different ways in which users participants 
appropriate compliance measures on financial and technical aspects. These dimensions 
are integral to the ideas of ownership, since they constitute the core component of 
                                                        
24 (NCI, 2016) 
25 (RCI, 2014, 2016; FDRE, 2012) 
26 (NCI, 2016) 
27 (FDRE, 2012) 
28 (WFGD, 2013; WFGD 2016) 
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WASH’s post implementation phase (O&M)29 and given the authoritarian context, we 
interpret as resistance.  

Resistance to financial aspects 

A key manner in which ownership comes to be constituted is for owners to financially 
contribute to the infrastructure and management. Even as WASCHO’s appear to comply, 
they exhibit resistance in the following ways: 

Those who do not make any periodical contributions: Widely practiced throughout the 
region30, this entails simply not contributing for operation and maintenance. The stated 
reasons include:  

a) Strong frustrations stemming from the state’s continuous demand for different forms 
of contributions in other sectors. Community members do not always see their 
contributions to be in the community’s best interest but only in the interests of the 
state. In some cases, this has led to repressive counter measures from the woreda 
side. For instance, in Guangua woreda, the woreda officials responded to the 
community’s lack of financial contribution by coming up with a strict law to gain 
consent. They threatened to use woreda’s resources to shut down all the schemes 
unless communities make contributions. Although woreda officials technically have 
no authority and jurisdiction on this, it becomes possible in an authoritarian polity31. 
In this case, Guangua woreda officials were able to force the community make yearly 
contributions and deposit it at ACSI32.    

b) Mistrust and low income - Other WASCHOs33 claim that the mistrust within 
community and internal disputes when it comes to money has led members to 
contribute only when an actual problem occurs.  

Those who contribute but keep the money with themselves – these groups express their 
resistance selectively: by conducting periodical contributions but not depositing it at 
ACSI. Instead, keeping the money with themselves. Two different forms of resistance are 
expressed here.  

a) In the first form, keeping the funds with WASCHO cashier, the groups agree to 
circulate the money in the form of microloans to community members needing them 
(with interest rate ranging from 50% to 100%).  

b) In the second form, communities make periodical contributions, keep the money 
with themselves without rotating the money. The rationality of these communities is 
that keeping their money at ACSI is extremely restrictive. That is, once they deposit 

                                                        
29 (MOWE, 2014) 
30 (RWCI, 2013; NCI, 2016) 
31 (NCI: 2016) 
32 (GWI: 2013) 
33 (WFGD, 2013/2016) 
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it in ACSI they cannot withdraw it unless they get a written confirmation from the 
woreda.  

State and development partners’ rationalization of user groups’ resistance  

WASHCOs’ resistance and non-compliance to the state’s program is often described as 
“lack of capacity’ for ownership and management34, by the state and development 
partner officials. This rationalizes the need for a continuous capacity building. Like a 
treadmill, with no demarcated end goal, proceeding as if capacity remains stagnant even 
after training35.   

Woreda officials’ describe this “lack of capacity” in several ways during the different 
phases of the program and overall governance and use it justify actions which diminish 
rather than enhancing it36. 

a. Planning phase: The WASH program dictates that WASCHO members should be 
selected democratically. However, in most cases, woreda officials interfere in this 
election process to the point that they sometimes get to handpick most WASCHO 
members.  

b. Implementation phase: The WASH program (only with regard to CMP) dictates 
that WASCHOs should manage all the construction funds allocated from 
financers. However, WASCHOs are not allowed to function independently, rather 
they are forced to outsource many of their large scale purchases to the woreda 
due to supposed “lack of capacity”37. 

c. Post-implementation phase: WASCHOs are supposed be free in managing their 
own  savings for O&M. Again, attributing it to “lack of capacity”, WASCHOs are 
not allowed to mobilize their savings without woreda’s authorization.  

d. Governance - the state has not allowed WASHCOs to become a legal entity, 
attributing it to a “lack the capacity” to conduct appropriate community level 
water supply governance.  

Similarly, according to all the interviewed woreda officials, the technical capacity 
building training does not aim for elevating the community’s capacity. Woreda officials 
contend that WASCHO caretakers may be able to dismantle pumps, but cannot actually 
locate or resolve the problem. The WASCHOs’ capacities are permanently believed to be 
lower than the specified standard to meet the program objective. This view is also 
internalized by WASHCOs.  

The rationale of WASCHOs is that they are farmers with little or no exposure to modern 
education, and they have never seen a dismantled handpump before in their lives. 
However, the state and its development partners’ technical capacity building trainings 

                                                        
34 (RCI, 2013: RWCI, 2013) 
35 (GWI, 2013; FWI, 2013; YDWI, 2013) 
36 (BZWI, 2013/2016; BWI, 2013; YDWI, 2013/2016; GWI, 2013; FWI, 2013/2016; DWI, 2013) 
37 (YDWI: 2013; 2016), (BZWI, 2013; BZWI, 2016) (RCI: 2013:2016) (RWCI: 2013) (NCI: 
2016) 
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push to ‘capacitate’ them about handpumps only during a two to three-day training. They 
also claim that these trainings are not even fully practical38. After this short period, there 
is no place or space for the newly trained care takers to practice their skills. When 
maintenance is required, often times a few years after construction, they would not 
remember the contents of the trainings accurately. Therefore, they revert to woredas for 
technical assistance. WASHCO members often view the state’s technical training, not as 
a learning process to acquire knowledge, but more as a formality that they need to fulfil 
in order to get water point for their village39.   

Discussion  

The idea of “ownership” has come to occupy a prominent place in development discourse. 
Our findings illustrate that despite this prominence, the principles underlying this idea 
do not go much further beyond rhetoric in the case of the WASH program, ‘One WASH’ 
in Ethiopia.  We argue that this failure must be examined in light of the relationship 
between political economy, hegemony and resistance in the context of an authoritarian 
polity. 

The idea of Gramsci’s political economy and hegemony concept has been studied 
primarily a liberal context. In such contexts, Gramsci argues that as individuals become 
members of elite networks, they voluntarily reproduce the intellectual ideology of the 
elite, which becomes hegemonic. This suggests that individuals are free to choose 
whether they want to reproduce that ideology. In contrast, in an authoritarian structure 
as in our paper, it is assumed that the elite structure is primarily maintained through 
coercion and exercise of physical force. Without denying the role of material forces, we 
point to how to the discourse of “lack of capacity” not only undermines the ideas of 
“ownership” but also maintain and reinforce authoritarian, hierarchical structures. It 
provides a rationalization for keeping the “center” and “top” more powerful, 
undermining structures below. While liberal actors such as the WB would want  -- at least 
in their pronouncements --WASHCOs to be autonomous and legalized, illiberal systems 
are able to prevent this using discursive power.  

The failure of the WASH program on this account, we argue, is not just a product of the 
program. Rather it needs to be also understood a political economic manifestation of the 
larger political negotiations between actors such as WB, Ethiopian government etc. The 
WASH program has evolved to be an instrument through which more community 
involvement or resources is being called for under the concept of decentralized 
management. However, this does not appear to be accompanied by any significant 
transfer of power. Yet, the program continues with the end users complying as well as 
exhibiting resisting. We summarize some of the key elements below. 

                                                        
38 There is no practical skill development for the trainee. Due to shortage of resources the meaning 
of practical training is equivalent to visual demonstration where the trainer conducts different 
forms of practical excise on the item while the trainees do only the observing.  
39 (WFGD, 2013/2016) 
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First, while the program designs on paper might suggest devolution of power, in practice 
they do not truly decentralize decision-making to the community level. As we have 
pointed out, there are several markers of this. These include: the fact that 
implementation is decentralized to the community level in CMP but still cannot function 
without woreda authorization; that communities’ O&M savings  cannot be accessed 
without woreda approval; that woreda decides what democratic election is; that woreda 
still remains involved in O&M – all regardless of the WASH program’s objectives – show 
enhanced control within the realm of decentralization. Likewise, the repeated denial by 
the state for allowing WASCHO’s to become legal entities, weakens and delegitimizes the 
WASCHOs. In addition, the use of party owned financial institutions, such as ACSI, in 
the WASH program shows how state and party interests converge in an authoritarian 
polity. Instead of decentralization, these mechanisms end up promoting a state-wide 
consolidation of power over community resources (labor, material, financial, time, etc.) 
through the WASH program.  

Second, the narratives of all actors related to “lack of capacity” further describe the forms 
of techniques of governing that reproduce the hegemonic relations in the WASH program 
in particular and in local-regional-national-global relations in general. This “lack of 
capacity” is not just the result of an improperly planned top-down WASH program, 
rather it is an instrument of power in the wider hierarchy that regulates and reproduces 
the flow of knowledge and resources in accordance to the subjects’ position in the 
hierarchy. The “lack of capacity” is made to be a persistent outcome of an improperly 
planned top-down WASH program that cannot sustain without continued intervention. 
Drawing on Foucauldian ideas of governmentality and considering the prevailing state-
society relations and even wider global-local systems of governance, the “lack of capacity” 
can be seen emerging from both  authoritarian and neoliberal technologies of domination 
that reproduces hierarchical power relations within which the subordinated have limited 
space to realize its effect and resist it. In effect, there is no ground for “lack of capacity” 
to seize to exist regardless of the WASH program’s success, as the lack of capacity is 
ingrained in the fabrics of the wider state-society relations. The “lack of capacity” implies 
that the woreda cannot seize to intervene and the user communities continue to be 
dependent on the woredas believing that the woreda is knowledgeable or resourceful.   

Third, the dependency does not however translate to perfect compliance either. The end 
users consent and resistance to the WASH program’s envisioned subjectivity is not solely 
an outcome of freewill but an expression of their current cultural and economic position 
in relation to that of the dominant groups. Thus, the point at which end-users 
increasingly start conducting themselves in accordance with the requirements of the 
WASH program, the fundamental group will be successfully rearticulating hegemony 
over them. End-users’ resistance, reminds us of the impermanent character of hegemony 
and also what “ownership” might truly look like. Paradoxically, this has made it natural 
for woredas to take it upon themselves to constantly intervene regardless of the program 
objectives until consent is gained or instability of hegemony is rearticulated. In some 
cases (as seen in Guangua woreda), this intervention of woredas goes to the extreme. In 
such cases, the intervention visibly displays the authoritarian character of the regime 
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legitimized through lack of capacity, as woredas intervene despite lacking the structural 
authority and jurisdiction. 

Fourth, the form of structural arrangement and power flow in the WASH program can 
be illustrative of the political economy in terms of local resource control. The elite 
network seeks to maintain its dominance and control over economic resources as well as 
sustain its dominant cultural and intellectual position (Vaughan, 2011). Through the 
WASH program, this elite network aspires to reproduce its network by developing a 
community level water elite called WASHCO that would be responsible for increasing the 
construction of physical water points. However, this effort has not been fully effective 
either. Even though the WASH program brings the different actors’ political/intellectual 
or symbolic representation it has not managed to successfully rearticulate the hegemony 
of lack of capacity in terms of neoliberalism’s ‘ownership bearing subjectivity’ as this 
process is faced by different forms of resistance. However, it can be said that it has 
effectively reproduced the hegemony of lack of capacity as all the modalities ended up in 
intensifying authoritarian state-society relation in general and strict woreda control in 
particular.  

One WASH unites the different actors’ political/intellectual or symbolic representation 
it has not managed to successfully rearticulate the intellectual hegemony of ‘lack of 
capacity’ in terms of ownership bearing subject in water supply as it has faced different 
forms of resistance from the community. However, it has successfully reproduced the 
hegemony of ‘lack of capacity’ as all its modalities end up in intensifying authoritarian 
state-society relations in general, and strict woreda control and dependent community 
members in particular.   

To conclude, this article extends political economic discussions on Ethiopia’s rural water 
supply governance, with a particular emphasis on subjectivity and hegemony. The 
findings and discussions elaborate how the WASH program has become the product and 
reproducer of the authoritarian party’s continual effort to achieve intellectual, economic 
and cultural dominance. The discussions also show how transnational political economic 
structures, practices and institutions seek to shape the making and implementation of 
the WASH program.  

A broader implication that could arise from the discussions, and that require further 
research, is the linkage between authoritarian and liberal governmentalities that is 
visible in the materialization of the WASH program.  Our work points to the need to 
understand how this linkage is reproduced through, and works upon, historically 
embedded despot-obedient state-society relations. These relations produce 
authoritarian system as rational formats of governance at the national level. On the 
transnational level, these despot-obedient relations expand on the historical evolution of 
development liberalism attributed to the notion of ‘development’ and 
‘underdevelopment’ (Duffield, 2010); which makes it rational for global fundamental 
groups to take part and shape major development programs in a way that is coherent to 
their cultural and ideological dominance.  
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It is within this transnational and national political economic relations that, for instance, 
instruments such as ‘lack of capacity’ stand to be rational and programs such as the 
WASH program become hegemonic.  
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Annex 2: Paper 2 

Technologies of Liberal Despotism: The bio-politics of financializing 
weather in Ethiopia.   

 
Introduction    

Whereas financialization, the systemic transformation of capitalist economies “pivoting 
on changes in the underlying conduct of non-financial organisations, banks, and 
households” (Lapavitsas 2013,p.15), is historically linked to advanced capitalist 
economies (Garcia Arias 2014) the last decades have observed a rapid imposition of 
financialization in developing regions (Ashman et al 2011; Garcia Arias 2014; Järvelä and 
Solitander 2019). Financialization, like neoliberalization, does not entail a rollback of the 
state but rather a reconfiguration of its  responsibilities, with new actors and alliances 
emerging, establishing new interventions and mechanisms in North-South relations 
(Richey and Ponte 2014; Järvelä and Solitander 2019). The state has played a crucial role 
in promoting and sustaining private capital in general but finance in particular (van 
Waeyenberge, Fine and Bayliss 2011, p.8). In developing countries, the state plays an 
extensive role in supporting the creation of risk markets, and the construction of an 
accommodating atmosphere for the increased financialization of households and other 
non-financial actors (Isakson 2015 ). A spectacular example of the forms financialization 
takes in developing regions is Weather Index Insurance (WII) 

Within the last decade, a growing number of global development and relief agencies, 
donors, nongovernmental organizations, and insurers have been promoting WII for its 
potential to insure rural farmers against climate shocks (Johnson, 2013). WII has been 
championed as a significant market tool to reduce rural farmers’ vulnerability through 
the development of rainfall index based micro-insurance service (Hazell et al, 2010). But 
WIIs are not as such insurance, but rather a derivative instrument, a product of financial 
innovation (Johnson 2013). WII enables the reframing of traditionally uninsured poor 
populations within the confines ‘insurantial logics’, which transforms uncertainty into 
something amendable to trade and exchange (Lobo-Guerrero 2016, p.5). Insurantial 
logics is central to financialized capitalism, as its anchored on the belief that in the 
absence of insurance, the uninsured cannot protect capital. This in turn limits the 
operations of the uninsured within the context of a financialized economy since 
uninsured assets are seldom accepted as collateral for credit (Lobo Guerrero 2010). 

Since 2005, there has been a large-scale upsurge of WII projects (regularly in the form 
of public-private partnerships) in the developing geographies; many of which are located 
in East Africa, South Asia and South America (Johnson, 2013; Peterson, 2012; Collier et 
al, 2009; Hess and Hazell, 2009). Among these, one of the first was an Oxfam-Swizz Re 
partnered WII project in northern Ethiopia. A significant success story of WII in Ethiopia 
is attributed to its ability to attract a large number of smallholder farmers in a short time 
(Madajewicz, et. al, 2017).  

Financialization of weather cannot be fully understood without focusing on the parallel 
-Lamarca and Kaika 2016) that transform smallholder 



 

 

72 

farmers into risk-bearing and financial consumer subjects (Johnson 2013). Bio-politics 
uses individuals freedom/liberty as technical means for achieving the administration of 
life and populations. It is closely linked to governmentality, the conduct of conduct (ref)  
emphasizing how government happens without direct state intervention. …BUT 
“authoritarian liberalism.”: the ways in which liberal practices of governing divide 
populations so that some are governed by freedom, others by obligation and sanction, 
and still others by sovereign force and coercion (Dean 2010, p.15) 

In this paper, we look into the relationship between financialization and local 
authoritarian governmentalities that shape the constitution and practice of WII in 
Amahra region of Ethiopia. Building upon previous debates, we look into the bio-political 
spaces in the neoliberal rationality that constitute, utilize, and yet endorse, authoritarian 
forms of government in the practice of WII. In a broader sense, we aim to demonstrate 
on what Dean (2010)  called ‘the illiberality of liberal governmentality’ in WII, and thus 
contribute to the less researched area of governmentality – authoritarian 
governmentality. Following Foucault’s (2007:2008) analysis of governmentalization of 
the state, we contend that the Ethiopian authoritarian system does not exist independent 
of liberal governmentality, but it actually constitutes (and is a constituent of) the 
conditions that sustain liberal modes of government. Our analysis will, thus, focus on the 
technologies of despotism that reproduce the good despot vs. the obedient subjectivities 
and social relations in the making and conducting of Amhara’s WII.  

Our research questions, thus, become a) what forms of technologies of power are 
constituted in WII? What aspects of despotism are attached to them? b) Through such 
technologies of power, what forms of subjectivities and social relationships are 
reproduced? 

Based on empirical evidence from multiple WII stakeholders40, we look into how each 
stakeholder makes sense of WII through their stories, and the respective technologies of 
power through which specific social relationships are reproduced. We use insights 
offered in the narrative methodology (Elliot, 2005; Hinchman and Hinchman, 1997); an 
interpretative approach that looks into the ways in which individuals and groups make 
sense of situations and construct social relationships through their stories. The 
discussions will proceed in five further parts. We will present our methodology and a 
broad analysis section after a brief introduction of our conceptual approach and its 
applicability to the case area. The final two sections provide a thorough discussion on the 
findings in light of the conceptual lens and a thematic conclusion respectively.   

1. Bio-politics – the intersectionality of authoritarian and liberal 
governmentality  

Following Dean (2010), we draw on the concepts of  governmentalization of the state 
and the birth of bio-politics (Foucault 2007:2008) in order to understand the 
phenomenon that produces constitutive relationship between authoritarian and liberal 
governmentality. What is emphasized in the governmentalization of the state is the 19th 

                                                        
40 User communities and partner organizations (NGO, microfinance, Insurance, aid organizations) 
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century bio-political reconstitution of population as an object of government in a way 
that transforms sovereignty and its instruments (Lemke, 2007). That is, with 
governmentalization of the state, it is no more the state that presents limit to the 
optimization of the life of the population but the political economy (Foucault, 2007).  
Accordingly, unlike previous police conception of security that made the sovereignty of 
the state dependent upon the detailed regulation of people, bio-politics uses individuals’ 
freedom/liberty for a technical means for achieving the sovereignty of political economy. 
However, where the exercise of liberty might undermine sovereignty, bio-politics 
remains continuous with police - recommending detailed regulation - overriding the 
exercise of specific freedoms of populations (Rose, 1999; Dean 2002). 

It is this bio-political notion of the free-subject/liberty that is often discussed to produce 
the intersectionality of authoritarian and liberal governmentality (Dean, 2010). The free 
subject concept endorses specific conditions of division as to what is free and responsible 
or not, segregating the subject against self  (e.g. sane, insane, healthy, unhealthy etc.) 
and against others (e.g., responsible vs irresponsible, etc), and attaches explicit forms of 
rule to each condition of division (Dean, 2010). In this sense, the notion of free/liberty 
only applies for human beings in the maturity of their faculties, excluding minors and 
populations falling into the ‘dangerous’ and ‘immature’ index – to which despotism is 
rationalized as a legitimate mode of government provided that the end is their 
improvement (Hindess, 2001; Dean, 2010). According to Valverde (1996), despotism is 
so inherent into liberal principles that it is not only the condition to improve the 
immature subject, but it is the central understanding upon which the division of the 
subject is assumed in the first place; those capable of bearing the responsibility of mature 
subjects/-liberal subjects, and those that are not capable (immature subjects).  This is 
what constitutes illiberality of liberal government (Dean 2010) and the dividing practices 
of bio-political art of liberal government (Foucault 2008); which sets the condition to 
identify, divide, and categorize populations, producing them as an object of government 
and attaching different sets of rules to their conduct.  

With governmentalization of the state, these bio-political divisions constitute the 
conditions through which the demand for authoritarian governmentality becomes 
rational. With the aim that the improvement of populations is critical to the sovereignty 
of the political economy (Foucault 2008: Dean 2002, 2010), the only hope for self-
improvement in ‘unimproved nations’ (such as Ethiopia, that we situate our study in) 
relies on the chances associated with the authoritarian or the ‘good despot’ (Valverde 
1996). It, thus, becomes bio-politically rational to conduct these subjects not through 
their freewill but through their obedience (Hindess, 2001). Similarly, John Stuart Mill 
(mentioned in Valverde 1996, Hindess, 2001 and Dean 2002; 2010), contends that 
liberal and authoritarian forms of government are consistently similar in a sense that the 
latter is a post-colonial extension of the former and its populations are yet to achieve the 
maturity required of a liberal subject. This not only provides insight into the 
intersectionality of authoritarian and liberal governmentalities (as complementary and 
inter-constitutive), but also describes what Dean (2010) referred to as the liberal art of 
governing through distance.  
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WII and the Ethiopian context  

Recent governmentality studies on index insurance have mostly emphasized the concept 
of financialization with regard to the difference between weather derivatives and weather 
insurance, together with the geo-political, cultural and economic contexts in which 
weather is turned into risk (as a derivative) and then traded in the capital markets as 
geomoney (Pryke, 2007; Polard et. al, 2008). Considerable amount of this research 
stream focuses on the making of the financial subject and its respective exclusion. For 
instance, Winser et al. (2004) and Wyly et al. (2006) emphasize the gendered and 
racialized character of environmental vulnerability together with the attributes of class 
attached with financial exclusion. Similarly, Hall (2012) and French et.al (2011) elaborate 
on financialization of space and geographies of financial exclusion in the making of the 
financial subject. Other scholars have also highlighted on the significance of geographies 
of bio-politics in the constitution of transnational financial markets (Berndt and 
Boeckler, 2011) and in determining access to technologies of insurance (Duffield, 2007). 
However, little has been done on the forms of technologies of government that constitute 
and sustain index insurance. The merits of WII as a market-development aid partnership 
product has been researched (Peterson, 2012), but its significance in light of the rights of 
the insured subject (Johnson, 2013) and the unequal social domains reproduced by 
development aid (Duffield, 2012) needs more research.  

In Ethiopia, WII not only amalgamates aid and business aspects, but also takes place 
within authoritarian structures and state-society relations. Before two decades, the 
Ethiopian government conducted distinct forms of well-maneuvered party based 
hierarchical social reorganizations41 that extend to the household level and that advance 
the state’s political economic merits42 (Bekele et. al., 2016).  Not only that this 
hierarchical social organization highlights a top-down despot – obedient state-society 
relations that marks the state’s authoritarian penetrative capacity into social/civil 
organizations (Molvaer, 1995), but it was also supported by the state’s liberal 
development partners43 (Bach, 2011; Vaughan, 2011). Following, Dean (2010) and 
Valverde (1996) we can argue that this state-partner relationship (hereafter referred to 
as the franchise) constitutes an authoritarian franchise-society relations in a sense that 
both the state and the partners rely on despotic intervention for the improvement of the 

                                                        
41 Social reorganization - National government> regional state> sub,region/zone> District/Woreda> 
Village/Kebele (This point is the end point for the formal government structure and the beginning of 
communal structure)> subj-village/Gote (10 development units)> Development unit (6 cells)> cell (5 
households)> household (Bekele et.al, 2016) 
42 The leader of each segment (starting from the cell level) has to be a member of the ruling party. He/she 
plays a crucial political role in translating party/state objectives to other community members and he/she 
has substantial support from party/state organizations in higher hierarchies. (FGDM, 2016: Vauguan, 
2003, 2011) 
43 The states development partners are global aid institutions, financers, donors, international NGOs, who 
play key role in setting and financing Ethiopia’s development and economic policies (Vauguan, 2003). 
And, the government’s social reorganization was part of the revolutionary democracy political rationality 
adopted by the government and championed by its development partners. Revolutionary democracy 
combines Leninist notion of uni-party centralism with that of the state’s development partners’ multi-
market liberalism rationalities as well as eliminates the distinction between party and state (Bach 2011, 
Vaughan, 2011, Lefort, 2012, Matfess, 2015, Molvaer, 1995). 
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society that they co-govern. In addition, since WII is a constituent of this franchise-
society relation, and since it seeks to reformulate market relations of insurance in light 
of the authoritarian franchise-society relations, we can argue that it reproduces multiple 
forms of despotism without which its profitability and success stories become 
questionable and irrational. Accordingly, our emphasis will focus on the forms of truths 
and the respective social relations produced in WII, based on which the government of 
new domains becomes rational (Gemechu, 2018).  

2. Methodology 

We follow a narrative methodology to look into the ways in which different WII 
stakeholders make sense of their situations through their stories, thus reproducing 
specific form of social relationships (Elliott, 2005; Hinchman and Hinchman, 1997). 
Through observing the narratives of stakeholders, we can learn the forms of truths 
constituted in WII, and how different actors make sense of these truths in reproducing 
the WII practice as part of their everyday social relations. Our principal tools for data 
collection include interview and Focus Group Discussions (FGDs). Here, the weight is 
not whether the interview or FGD is representative of the external world, but a 
constituent (by-itself) or a subjective reality that generates intra and inter group 
diversity, which unfolds as the discussions/stories proceed (Lunt and Livingstone, 1996). 
Although these stories are co-constituted reality, by the interviewer and interviewees 
(Stern, 2006), the agencies of the interviewees as narrators of their own stories should 
be given significant emphasis.  Interviewees were also inspired to discuss their 
experiences of WII freely. Based on the request of respondents, in order to make the 
discussion environment more comfortable, interviews and FGDs with the community 
members were conducted independently in terms of gender groups and without the 
presence of any public/NGO/service provider officials.  

A total of 1044 interviews were conducted in a form of Individual interview and FGD with 
different stakeholders in WII. Identifying site level stakeholders and insurance 
beneficiaries as well as organizing for interviews and FGDs was conducted with the help 
of ORDA officers and Michael Deber’s woreda/district officer. The local language – 
Amharic – was used to conduct each FGD/interview. Every discussion was moderated 
by one of this article’s authors who speaks Amharic. All the discussions were recorded 
and transcribed. An entire of four months – from 02-06/2016 - was used to complete 
field tasks, including planning, preparation, secondary material review45, data collection, 
transcription. Three major phases make up the analysis. First, the different aspects of 
WII practices, as narrated differently by interviewees, were mapped. Second, the 
significant forms of social relationships and subjectivities constituted through these 

                                                        
44 Individual Interview with Nyala insurance/03.03.2016 (IIN: 2016); Individual Interview with ORDA 
head office/16.02.2016 (IIO1:2016) ; Individual Interview with ORDA project office/19.02.2016 (IIO2: 
2016); FGD with  Female Headed Household beneficiaries/18.02.2016 (FGDF: 2016); FGD with Male 
beneficiaries/18.02.2016  (FGDM: 2016); FGD with RIB head office/17.02.2018 (FGDR: 2018) ; 
Individual Interview with beneficiary/Kebele officer/16.02.2018  (IIK1: 2016); Individual Interview with 
beneficiary/Kebele officer/18.02.2018 (IIK2: 2016); Individual Interview with beneficiary/ 17.02.2018  
(IIB: 2016); Individual Interview with Oxfam Head Office representative/04.06.2016 (IIO: 2016) 
45 Oxfam (2017), ORDA (2014), IRI (2011,2013) project documents and WII insurance policy 
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practices are outlined. Finally, the forms of technologies of power attached to and 
reproduced through these social relationships are interpreted and analysed with insights 
from bio-politics literature.  

3. The making of WII 

WII was first introduced to Ethiopia in 2009 to provide a rainfall index insurance for 
drought prone areas in Northern Ethiopia regions (Madajewicz et. al, 2017). WII was 
designed by Oxfam America in association with Swiss Re in a way that amalgamates aid 
and market principles46. Its aim is to develop an affordable insurance package to low 
income drought prone rural area farmers, where weather irregularities severely affect 
farming practices47. WII was piloted for 3 years in Tigray region of Ethiopia and then 
later, in 2012, it was dispersed to Amhara region. This paper looks into WII practices in 
Michael Debir district of Amhara region; a drought prone rural district with extreme 
weather irregularity48.  

WII organizational setup and actors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
46 (IIO: 2016) (IIN: 2016) 
47 (IIO: 2016) (IIN: 2016) 
48 (IIO2: 2016) 
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Roles of each actor –  

Oxfam: Co-developing, marketing, monitoring and evaluating of WII 

Swizz Re: The global reinsurer, reinsures its local partner Nyala insurance. Co-
developing, monitoring and evaluating of WII are also its basic roles 

ORDA: ORDA/local NGO is Oxfam’s village level partner. It is responsible for 
marketing, monitoring and evaluating WII at the community level. ORDA is responsible 
for many other development aid programs in the area and it has close ties with the 
community.  

Nyala: Swiss Re’s local partner. Nyala is a local insurance company, operating at the 
national regional, and district level, and responsible for selling, administering and also 
evaluating WII. Nyala does not have office at the village level. 

RIB: Nyala’s village level partner. RIB is a Microfinance and Credit Union that operates 
at the zonal level. Its network extends to the village level. It is an Umbrella Union of 
multiple village level microcredit associations organized by the Village administrations 
in the region. Since, Nyala’s presence is limited to district level, RIB is brought into the 
picture in order to make WII administration less expensive. That is, RIB is responsible 
for collection of premiums from farmers and also administer payouts on behalf of Nyala. 
RIB does not take any commission for its participation is WII. It only requires the 
farmers to become members to its chain of organizations.  

RIB’s structure – Every village level administration has formed a saving and 
microcredit association – where each farmer makes a yearly contribution of 10 
Birr49 as a micro-saving. This association also provides microloans for farmers 
for income generating activities. In order to insure loan repayment, access to 
microloans is either group based or individual-collateral based50. All the village 
level saving and microcredit associations in the entire district form a district level 
saving and microcredit association in their respective districts51. Representatives 
from the village level saving and microcredit associations form the general 
assembly of the district level saving and microcredit associations. All the district 
level saving and microcredit associations form the Zonal level saving and 
microcredit union – RIB Union: an umbrella organization. Members elected from 
the district level general assemblies constitute board of directors to the umbrella 
organization.  

IRI and Colombia University: provide independent technical assistance. These 
institutions are responsible for satellite data reading and interpretation. Even though 

                                                        
49 Ethiopian currency 
50 In other words, access to loan without collateral is only possible for a group, where each group member 
takes accountability for the repayment of the loan. 
51 RIB’s chains at the district and village levels are given offices in the district and village administration 
vicinities  
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they are independent, it is only Oxfam and Swiss Re that have direct access to them, not 
the user community.  

Prior to making WII, Swiss Re and Oxfam gathered 30 years of weather data from the 
target areas to determine the frequency and intensity of drought (weather 
irregularities)52. According to the discussion with ORDA project officer, WII was found 
unprofitable during its pilot year because of the fact that farmers predicted high risk 
years and tend to enrol to WII only in these years. This has made the product unattractive 
during other/low risk years and restrained it from generating a continuous yearly 
demand, which is crucial to reach the breakeven profit margin. Accordingly, in 2012, WII 
was relaunched as R4 (meaning the four Rs) in an integrated manner with other 
resilience aid projects conducted by Oxfam in a way that makes WII compulsory for 
farmers. The R4 rural resilience initiative comprises a micro- credit (Risk taking)53, 
national resource management and improvement activity (Risk reduction)54, and a 
micro-saving (Risk reserve)55 and WII or (Risk transfer), where WII/Risk transfer is a 
prerequisite or an eligibility criteria to access the benefits of the other Rs. 

Even though risk transfer/WII is paft of Oxfam’s R4 package, it is basically administered 
by Swizz Re and its local partner Nyala insurance. This is where the boundaries of 
business and aid cross each other. Since Oxfam and its local partner (ORDA) are aid 
organizations, directly involving in a business activity is outside their jurisdiction. 
Therefore, Oxfam’s role is to conduct community wide promotion of R4 (through ORDA) 
and to make sure that every one of its R4 beneficiaries are enrolled to WII. It is ORDA 
that approaches farmers through the village level administration and other village level 
organizations such as development units. Once the farmers show interest to become part 
of R4, then ORDA sends them to RIB  to enrol for WII. After enrolling for WII, farmers 
show their WII contract to ORDA and then become entitled to access the other 
components of R456. Since WII has its own organizational setup and financial flow, it can 
be said that it is an autonomous, yet aid supported product.  

Key components of WII 

The discussions with the different stakeholders constitute three components - the 
Weather, the Index, and the Insurance –that critical for understanding WII.  Below we 
will briefly present the meanings attached to each component as narrated by 
stakeholders.  

Concept of weather/rainfall57 – what is conveyed through the concept of weather in 
WII is rainfall. Here, rainfall does not refer to the measure of raindrops in an area but 
                                                        
52 (IIO2: 2016) 
53 Creates micro-credit access to beneficiaries for income generating activities such as small-scale poultry 
or sheep rearing.  
54 This is community level ground work and construction activities such as building small scale irrigation 
schemes, terracing, etc, financed primarily by Oxfam and ORDA.  
55 Encourages beneficiaries to save money. Micro saving is beneficial because it determines how much 
microloan could be given to a beneficiary 
56 (IIO2: 2016) 
57 (IIO1:2016) (IIO2: 2016) (IIN: 2016) (FGDR: 2018) (FGDM: 2016) 
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only a satellite imagery of a ready to rain cloud: a satellite captured image of a specific 
amount/type of cloud over an area, interpreted by professionals as ready to rain or not. 
There are no ground instruments to counter check the satellite data, or what is 
considered as valid rainfall (in the insurance policy) is only the image of a ready to rain 
cloud.  

Concept of Index58 – determines the relationship between weather/rainfall and crop. 
Three underlining principles make the concept of Index; a) high risk period - the 
reoccurrence frequency of high weather irregularities that cause extreme/damaging 
conditions  (which is identified to be every 5 years in the study area), b) the minimum 
standard of rainfall required to grow a specific type of crop, c) the specific period within 
which each crop type should get the minimum standard of rainfall defined in b - (the 
insurance period), d) the average rainfall over an area during the insurance period, e) an 
assumption that the percentage by which the average rainfall is less than the minimum 
standard is equivalent to the percentage of damage to crop.  

Insurance59 – the meanings produced through rainfall and index determine what 
damage and payout is; in other words, constitute what is referred to as insurance in WII. 
In order words, to be eligible for insurance compensation, the average rainfall over an 
area during the insurance period should be below the minimum standard rainfall 
required to grow the insured crop. And, given the assumption in e (above), if the average 
rainfall is less than the minimum standard by 5%, the damage to the crop is assumed to 
be 5% of the total expected yield; and the respective insurance compensation is 5% of the 
total insured amount.  

WII – community organizations and grievances   

The hierarchical social organizations inherent to the franchise-society relations play a 
significant role in the making of WII. At the village, sub-village and development unit 
level there are a number of overlapping groups/associations led by political appointees60.  
These groups include communal associations for micro-credit and saving (such as RIB), 
associations for economic development (for instance, through which access to improved 
agricultural inputs are granted), associations for community health, etc. Access to WII is 
also attached with membership to such social associations.  Two such forms of social 
groupings are significant in WII. The first is the micro-credit chains of 
associations/groupings associated with RIB. The fact that RIB collects the premiums on 
behalf of the insurer means that the farmers have to be RIB’s chain members. And, not 
being RIB’s member could be a disadvantage to access some economic or development 
privilege as well61. According to the farmers, all these associations are interlinked in a 
sense that, for instance, one has to be a member of a development association as well as 
that of RIB’s in order to be eligible to access improved agricultural inputs (such as 
improved seeds). Similarly, membership to RIB is a prerequisite to WII.  

                                                        
58 (IIN: 2016) (IIO2: 2016) (FGDR: 2018) 
59 (IIN: 2016) (IIO2: 2016) (FGDR: 2018) (FGDM: 2016) 
60 (IIK: 2016) (FGDM: 2016) (FGDF: 2016) 
61 (FGDM:18.02.2016) 
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Another form of social organization relevant to WII is the Safety Net beneficiary group. 
These group accommodates segments of the community that the state identifies as the 
poorest and that are entitled to different social welfare programs. This group is given 
special focus in WII. Members of this group are enrolled automatically to WII without 
any premium62. They don’t have to be linked with any of RIB’s micro-credit chains at 
least at the time of their enrolment to WII. These members pay their premium in labor. 
Oxfam pays their WII premium for Nyala, and in response they provide free labor 
equivalent to the premium amount for Oxfam’s Risk Reduction activity in the 
community. At the time of field visit, all the members of this group were female headed 
households. According to the FGDs with these group members, they lack any form of 
decision making power when it comes to many of the benefits they receive as members 
of such group and specifically as beneficiaries of WII. They claim that they are often 
regarded (by community members and village administration) as ‘weak’ and 
‘uneducated’, which they find very restrictive. They stress that their ideas, concerns and 
problems are often considered irrelevant and are constantly undermined. Moreover, they 
argue that such form of subjectivity has become so dominant that it has led to their acute 
marginalization in WII as well as has become the source of corruption in a sense that 
they are often excluded from WII and R4 meetings (that provides daily allowances for 
participants) and their deserved allowances are diverted to the village administration 
officers’ pocket.  

In addition, the women claim that any effort to challenge such forms of marginalization 
is often considered a threat by the village administration. One of the women (a previous 
head of women Safety Net group) has claimed that the village officers often view a 
challenge from a poor woman as somehow a disrespectful gesticulation. She previously 
attempted to challenge the village officers (in matters related with other projects) and 
took the issue to the district authorities. But the village officers retaliated by using the 
unquestionable tool at their disposal: political power. When questioned by the district 
authorities, the village officers responded in such a way that makes her rather political 
than project related (as if she rejects the state’s/party’s political objectives). Accordingly, 
the district gave her warnings, and also passed official later for the village administration 
to restrict her from any kind of future leadership activities in any group. This is one 
aspect that shows how the sovereignty of the party is the backbone of the hierarchical 
social organizations and how political power manifests as a means to maintain order. 
Consequently, the women stress that they don’t tend to make complaints about their WII 
grievances to the village administration and ORDA officials directly, rather they 
informally share it to fellow men villagers to discuss the issues on their behalf.  

Grievances attributed to WII  

In the FGDs with the user community63, discussants convey that they do not find WII 
beneficial as such (as an insurance scheme), but they use it as a necessary formality to 

                                                        
62 (IIO2: 2016) (IIO: 2016) 
63 (FGDF: 2016) (FGDM: 2016) 
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access other benefits that it is attached to in R4. Famers find the following points 
critically significant as to why they don’t consider WII advantageous.  

1. Rainfall and no insurance compensation - Not being able to get insurance 
compensation due to fallacious understanding of rainfall is one of the most 
significant complaints of user communities/farmers against WII. Farmers find WII’s 
conceptualization of rainfall unrealistic in a sense that a ready to rain cloud 
conceptualization of rainfall a) falsifies icefall as rainfall (since it only analyses cloud 
imagery, icefall is seen as rainfall not as ‘no rainfall’); they claim that they were 
denied previous deserved insurance payments due to the insurer’s interpretation of 
icefall as rainfall, b) does not take into consideration the wind factor - famers argue 
that every ready to rain cloud does not necessarily end up raining over that particular 
area. It’s often the case that already ready to rain cloud gets blown and actually rains 
in other locations. This has been one serious ground of dispute between farmers 
claiming damage and the insurer denying them.  

2. The percentage of payouts – is another major area of farmers’ disappointment. 
Famers claim that the fact that WII’s compensation is equivalent to the percentage 
of rainfall less than the average is really problematic and unrealistic. They argue that 
10% less of a rainfall could cause a total damage to the entire crop, but the amount of 
compensation paid out through WII is equivalent to 10% of the total insured value.  

3. Average Rainfall – another problem area that farmers argue about is how average 
rainfall is computed in WII. According to the farmers (and also ORDA officers) the 
average rainfall is computed to the entire district, which means that if one village 
lacks rainfall and another gets way too much, then the average falls in a normal range 
and compensation is denied. Another problematic aspect of the average rain is the 
fact that it is computed for the entire insurance period. Farmers argue that a 
heavy/too much rain may fall only for one or two days, destroy the crop, and then the 
rain disappears for the rest of the entire insurance period. But, when the months 
average is calculated, the amount of rainfall may still be within or close to the average 
range due to the one day heavy rainfall, the crop is completely destroyed and no 
compensations is paid for it. Famers argue that they have been seriously complaining 
about this to ORDA and RIB but they’re often told that it is their own proper lack of 
understanding of the insurance policy.  

4. The concept of significant damage – even though a certain end user becomes eligible 
under all the above criteria, still damage is not compensated if it is considered 
insignificant; which means that compensations such as, for example 2%, are not 
actually paid to the beneficiary but are retained by the insurer. This is actually a 
violation of a policy by the insurer, conducted as per mutual agreements reached by 
all the partners except for the end users. According to ORDA officers, such low 
amounts are extremely insignificant and are invaluable for farmers, but if paid out 
can increase the administrative costs of the insurer, which will again make WII 
unprofitable. However, ORDA officers have also indicated that even though it may be 
administratively unmanageable to organize such little amount of payments for 
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individuals, it can be beneficial if that money is collected from the insurance and is 
put in the risk fund64 so that it is given back to the community. 

5. Lack of grievance redressal mechanism – the fact that too many partners interplay 
in delivering WII and the fact that there is no single body responsible for addressing 
farmers’ grievances is another major aspect that farmers consider a problem.  Famers 
claim that whenever disputes arise they first complain to ORDA, and ORDA sends 
them to RIB. If they are not satisfied with RIB’s response, the next thing is that RIB 
tells them that it would take the issue to Nyala but often never gets back to them with 
a response. Farmers stress that they don’t have any access to the insurer and they 
cannot make direct complaints to the insurer. Even at times when representatives of 
the insurers come to visit the village, they are told not to make complaints to them. 
Discussions with the different WII partners also show that there is no actual 
grievance redressal mechanism in the organizational setup. Grievances are dealt with 
either informally through community discussion/that are believed to have no 
consequences or change – only short-term open discussions - or through including 
the complaints in project reports as interpreted by the respective officer. There has 
been an instance where a formal letter was written from ORDA to RIB on farmers’ 
complaints, which RIB handled through community discussion. According to ORDA 
officers this issue was also included in ORDA’s project report to Oxfam as interpreted 
by ORDA - ‘insignificant concern’ due to ‘lack of capacity’  

Based the above concerns, famers argue that WII is not profitable for them, except for 
high risk years. During this times, their entire crop is often damaged, and whatever 
amount of compensation they get is beneficial than nothing.  However, in other times 
either they don’t get compensated for their loses or the compensation is insignificantly 
low. Farmers contend that R4 will be much better (for them) if WII is excluded. They 
often referred to WII as the usual unaccountable project (Semi Yelelew project) of the 
state. Since WII is presented to them by ORDA in coordination with their village 
administration, and since many of their complaints are not addressed (as in other state 
led development projects) they claim that WII is similarly unaccountable65. They contend 
that even though many of the other projects mobilized by the village administration may 
be beneficial, equivalently some projects still turn out to be non-beneficial and 
unaccountable (Semi yelelew). Farmers’ complaints to such non-beneficial projects do 
not often get any response, and the projects somehow continue to be implemented. 
Farmers claim that unless such projects are stopped from the top (central or regional 
level), both themselves and village level officers do not have the authority to terminate 
such projects. In addition, wanting not to be part of such projects is seen as a political 
resistance by the village and district administrations. It is viewed as rejecting the 
governments’ development policy66.  

 

                                                        
64 A risk fund is a credit fund developed by Oxfam and ORDA that provides credit for farmers to cover 
their crop losses in case compensation is not paid by the insurer due to illegibility of claims.  
65 (FGDF: 2016)(FGDM: 2016) 
66 (FGDF: 2016) (FGDM: 2016) 
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Implementing partners and social relations  

The village administration is the first form of formal state structure in the community. 
Even though the village level administration is not part of WII’s organizational structure, 
it indirectly involves in WII67, monitors the progress and keeps records of beneficiaries. 
In fact, the village administration provides individual information to ORDA (e.g., which 
layers of organizations the individual belongs to; such as Safety Net, RIB, etc.), based on 
which ORDA determines the modes of enrolment for the individual. Village 
administration officials are also farmers, but selected to be administrator based on their 
alliance to the ruling party68. Members of the village administration acknowledge 
farmers’ grievances but view it as insignificant compared to the overall benefits of R4. In 
addition, many of them are the organizers of the Risk Reduction component of R4. One 
of the village administration’s officer formulated69 his fellow farmer’s grievances on WII 
as  “…it is not significantly important if such problems exist sometimes, even though the 
claims have little grounds, because the community has considerably benefited from 
R4……the government and ORDA have been working tirelessly to make this 
arrangement finally happen for us and to protect us from drought. And to complain 
about some minor disparity as if it is something big is so selfish and inconsiderate (of 
the government efforts)”. 

The above storyline highlights the top-down state-society relations that aim for obedient 
subjects that should accept what is given to them by the government as ‘good’ without 
compliant or resistance. Here, it is not that farmers’ complaints are totally rejected but 
are reduced to insignificant concerns. The village administration also argued that well 
informed technical experts at the centre  planned WII, so all these grievances are most 
probably taken into account70. This assumption validates knowledge at the centre in a 
way that marginalizes its questionability, which again shows  the centralizing power of 
the hierarchical social organizations. The village administration also claimed that they 
have indicated the farmers’ grievances to ORDA and RIB, and they have also informally 
recommended to ORDA that some ground level rainfall recording instrument maybe 
used in the future in order to create a balance between the disparities of claims. In other 
words, the officials’ recommendation allows the current practice to continue regardless 
of farmers grievances.  

ORDA and RIB 

ORDA and RIB are village level manifestations of the Oxfam and Swizz Re’s partnership 
in WII. Famers construct ORDA as an aid organization in the best interest of the 
community. They acknowledge and appreciate the different aid projects ORDA has been 
implementing in their community. With regard to their complaints about different 
aspects of WII, farmers have some mistrust towards RIB. Farmers claim that they have 

                                                        
67 (IIO2: 2016) 
68 (FGDM: 2016) 
69 (IIK1: 2016); the opinion is also shared by another village level administration (IIK2: 2016) 
70 (IIK1: 2016) 
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a close relationship with ORDA and are able to share their problems openly to ORDA. 
However, they have completely different view to RIB.  

“…RIB does not want to have anything to do with us except for the time of premium 
collection. They (RIB) take our money (instalment for WII), they give us the receipt, 
and after that they don’t want to do anything with regard to WII until the next 
instalment.”71  

The farmers claim that RIB plays a major role in their marginalization. RIB, being a 
public institution, it is one form of the governments’ social organizations. Even though 
farmers make yearly contribution to it, they view RIB to provide microloans only for the 
politically and economically advantaged people (individuals with collaterals).  They also 
discuss RIB as semi-yelelew dirigit (unaccountable organization). Farmers claim that 
they don’t want to withdraw their RIB membership for the sake of their economic 
advantage as well as for access to R4 benefits. In addition, withdrawing membership 
maybe viewed as a resistance towards the state (which maybe punishable by exclusion 
from economic benefits72), and also as unwise move in case they get to own some asset 
in the future and want to use it as a collateral to access credit.  

Within the given social context, the farmers resist RIB in such a way that they have 
organized themselves in small groups of 20 HHs (living around the same area) and have 
formed their own microcredit and saving groups. Each household makes a monthly 
contribution of 10 birr. The raised fund is revolved around through credit to members. 
The farmers argue that this credit facility has been the most beneficial for them basically 
because it is managed by themselves, there are no rules (such as collateral, etc) to access 
credit, and it is based on mutual trust. They claim that this is more democratic and every 
member has equal power of decision making. The only problem with such form of credit 
is the limited amount of the revolving money. They stress that it would be beneficial for 
them if ORDA or other agents start supporting their revolving fund. On the contrary 
ORDA and Oxfam do not recognize the farmers’ institution, and do not have any plan to 
support it. However, Oxfam has provided considerable amount of financial and material 
support to RIB. According to the discussion with Oxfam and ORDA, their aim is to 
support financial institutions that have a tendency of growing, and their idea is to 
integrate the farmers as part of the bigger financial system.   

Both ORDA and RIB discuss the farmers’ grievances as insignificant (sharing the village 
administrations’ view).  In addition to insignificant concern narratives, the discourse of 
‘lack of capacity’ appear to legitimize the insignificant concern. Both ORDA and RIB 
officers claim that even though the farmers’ concern may have some truth in it, what 
actually adds fuel to it is their lack of full understanding of the insurance policy. They 
claim that farmers confuse WII to crop insurance (which pays for any form of crop loss 
regardless of index). In addition, actual cases of no payouts during lack of rainfall are 
minimal, but many farmers think that they deserve insurance for damages not covered 
by their policy. ORDA has claimed that even though the grievances are insignificant it 

                                                        
71 (FGDM: 2016) 
72 Denying access to improved agricultural seeds, fertilizers, aid benefits, etc.  
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has notified RIB on the issue (to pass the notification to Nyala). ORDA also claimed that 
they have included the farmers’ grievances and village level recommendations in its 
annual report to Oxfam. ORDA further contends  that, due to the insignificant nature of 
the issue there is no change in the system, but after discussing with OXFAM, they have 
constituted a Risk Fund73 for the problem. In other words, acknowledging famers’ 
concerns as relevant, yet insignificant, has produced the Risk Fund, which further 
responsibilitzes farmers for their insured, yet denied losses during mismatch between 
satellite and ground data’.  

OXFAM and Nyala 

The discussions with the community members, the village administration, ORDA and 
RIB officers show that Oxfam and Nyala have glorified roles in WII. Nyala is often 
portrayed as (by RIB, ORDA and Nyala officers) as a concerned business entity that 
serves the farmers for minimum profitability. Similar form of image is attached to 
Oxfam. Famers’ narrative presents Oxfam and Nyala as an entity that visits the 
community once in a while as a gratitude. Farmers discuss that they are usually told in 
advance (by the village administration officers) to be in their best behaviour when 
visitors from Oxfam and Nyala come to their village. They have been repeatedly told by 
the village and district administrations that Oxfam is the foreign aid provider (that 
provides support even to ORDA) and any form of dissatisfaction in its projects may lead 
to its automatic withdrawal from of the village. The farmers also claim that the village 
administration officers are also in their best behaviour when Oxfam and Nyala officers 
pay a visit. This is can be one good example of the constitutive effects of the hierarchical 
forms franchise-society relations that attach specific forms of power to subjectivities at 
each segment of the hierarchy.  

Oxfam’s and Nyala’s narratives present all the discussions associated with farmers’ 
grievances within the realm of ‘lack of awareness’ and ‘lack of capacity’. There is no space 
for grievance even in its reduced form: insignificant concern. In other words, for Oxfam 
and Nyala, farmers grievance does not exist at all. Farmers are constructed as ‘technically 
unaware’ subjects that need ‘technical assistance’ in the form of capacity building to help 
them develop a basic knowledge not only towards insurance, but also towards other 
aspects of life. For instance, some of Nyala’s narratives include ‘…farmers confuse so 
many things let alone sophisticated insurance policy’… ‘they need to be helped to make 
a better sense of the project and to get the maximum benefit.’74 In addition, Oxfam 
discusses the Risk Fund as an additional assistance package introduced to help farmers 
cover their losses, in areas where the insurance is not required to do so. Here, Risk Fund 
can be a good  example of practices that dissolve the possible rationalities of farmers’ 
knowledge, given that it construes farmers as the source of the dispute responsible for its 
finance.  

The discussions with Nyala and Oxfam also highlight how the politics of technical 
capacity/knowledge crosses not only regional but geographical boundaries. For instance, 
                                                        
73 A risk fund is a credit fund to be provided to farmers to help them cover their costs in cases of such 
insignificant disparities. 
74 (IIN: 2016) 
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Nyala constitutes itself as lacking the technical capacity compared to Swiss Re ; :  ‘…we 
don’t have the technical ability to design such form of insurance package. It is designed 
by Swiss Re. This has made our premium costs very high….”, “..we need technical 
support from and experience sharing with Swiss Re to be able to design such products 
ourselves in the future...’75. Oxfam officers also make claims that underline the 
geographies of ‘lack of capacity’. For instance, when an official from Oxfam was asked on 
the possibility human error during satellite reading and its relevant consequences, the 
response was ‘ highly qualified American experts read the data’ …’so no significant 
problem in that area’. This shows how each actor in WII constitutes self and other as a 
subject of power within the domain of lack of capacity.  

4. Discussion and conclusion  

The fact that multiple actors with multiple modes of governance are involved in the 
making and sustaining of WII and the fact that WII remains in practice regardless of user 
community’s view of it as exploitative, must be examined in light of the neoliberal’s bio-
political mode of rule that constitutes and rationalizes specific techniques of power 
through the state-aid franchise. This is important because it allows us to see the 
synergetic nature of authoritarian and liberal rule. Below, we will discuss the forms of 
technologies of power that constitute a rational ground through which the franchise 
mobilizes specific truths that aim for the good despot vs. obedient subjectivity and social 
relations. First, the form of knowledge attached to rainfall in WII completely transforms 
the materiality of rainfall in a way that denies the user community any access to it. What 
is acknowledged as rainfall is only an interpreted cloud image (not actual raindrops 
observed by user community members), the access of which is only reserved for the WII 
service providers (Oxfam, Swiss Re, and partners). It is only the service providers that 
have access to IRI and Colombia University, not the user community.  Thus, to design a 
binding insurance policy that makes the new rainfall the central bargaining element, 
while at the same time reserving the bargaining knowledge only to the service provider, 
is illiberal and/or despotic. This means that user communities have to be simply obedient 
in a sense that they have to rely on their undisputed trust for the service providers’ 
knowledge of rainfall regardless of their experiences of raindrops. Moreover, the fact 
that such form of despotism is rationalized within the domain that constitutes the user 
community as a ‘to be improved’ (‘lack of capacity’) subject shows the inherent character 
of bio-political division in the making of WII.  

Second, the technology of index builds upon the new rainfall and sets specific forms of 
standards to produce particular knowledge that determines the forms of crop-rainfall 
relationships. The fact that - a) the concept of average rainfall works in such a way that 
the percentage rainfall less than the average equates with the percentage of crop loss, b) 
the standardized average within a specified insurance period is the determining factor. 
This is to say that, the fact that a single heavy rain (in a dry month) could actually destroy 
the entire crop, but at the same time can keep the average rainfall in the particular time 
within (or close to) the specified range c) Icefall is redefined as rainfall and its impact on 
crop production is undermined, d) what is considered as standard rainfall covers a vast 
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area (the entire district), which undermines variety of weather conditions in particular 
villages - constitutes a technology of power that seeks to reconstruct farmers’ 
relationship with their environment and shape the way they conduct their crop 
production practices. The fact that significant form of power is attached to the knowledge 
of index in a sense that it is mobilized by multiple local, national and international actors 
produces a new form of social landscape on the basis of which specific forms of 
domination and exploitation become rational.  

Third, the point at which the index technology translates into a social relationship in the 
form of insurance reproduces multiple forms of despotic practices attached to the ‘to be 
improved’ subjectivity inherent to the authoritarian-aid franchise. Here, it can be argued 
that despotic domains are essential in order for insurance relations attached to index 
technology to become rational. This is to say that, as learned from its pilot phase, WII 
could not develop attractive market and attain profitable margins on its own. Binding it 
with the aid apparatus was critically important, not to the user community as such, but 
to the service provider in a sense that the process shifts the user community from the 
consumer to the recipient/obedient subjectivity in the faculty of the subject’s own 
improvement. In such a manner, not only an unprofitable insurance relation becomes 
profitable and compulsory, but also practices of collecting compensations - from the 
same community that it aspires to compensate – become rational. This is to say that 
practices such as not paying compensations for insignificant losses legitimizing it as 
unprofitable for the service provider, making farmers self-compensate for disputed 
claims through Risk Fund, and the practice of making WII compulsory – in a sense that 
user communities are paying for what could have been a marketing expense if it had not 
been made compulsory- gain legitimate grounds only in despotic domains.   

Fifth, it is also significant to understand how these despotic domains make up the 
franchise - society relations as part of the wider bio-political definitions attached to the 
state’s development policy. Organization of people in groups such as the Safety Net, RIB’s 
networks, etc., shows how the notion of improvement shapes members’ subjectivity and 
their relations with the state. In addition, in case of WII, the notion of eligibility through 
labour attached to Safety Net group members effects a further division within the village 
population, constituting the poorest as being only worthy of their labour and reproducing 
the community labourer position for them. This produces a social space where the 
poorest remain powerless or unworthy and where corruption attached to the poorest and 
exploitation of their labour (which could have been spent on beneficial income 
generating activities for them) in light of public service becomes rational. The narratives 
of the women (in the Safety Net group) on how their efforts of resistance were targeted 
as a threat to the state/party’s sovereignty, and the village administration officer’s 
deligitimizing formulation of farmers’ grievance in favour of the state, shows that these 
bio-political distinctions attached to worthiness or improvement are not the means to 
‘improvement’, rather are the end by themselves sustained through the practices 
attached to ‘improvement’. That is, access and eligibility to ‘improvement’ are linked to 
affiliation to the franchise and ‘lack of awareness’ persists as long as one’s thought are 
not synergized with that of the franchise’s. Thus, ‘to lack the capacity’ is a form of 
exclusion attached not to lacking any capacity as such, but to the act of restraining self 
from the forms of improvement set by the franchise.  



 

 

88 

Fifth, it is important to comprehend that within in the franchise’s bio-political order, 
‘improvement’ remains to be unattainable, yet relational and hierarchical subjective 
space even to the most crucial stakeholders. For instance, the village administration 
officer’s unquestionable recognition of central knowledge over that of his fellow villagers, 
the glorified image of the insurer and aid provider mobilized in the community by village 
level partners, the insurer’s expression of self as ‘lacking capacity’ in relation to the 
reinsurer, and the aid providers’ argumentation that reproduced geographies of 
‘capacity’ to delegitimize the possibility of human error in satellite data processing show 
the relative and hierarchical nature of distinction. Thus, it can be argued that in addition 
to its aim to improve the village’s population through despotic intervention, the franchise 
is substantially bio-political in its own making. In addition, its despotic interventions are 
attributed to elements of sovereignty (of interdiction, exclusion, reward, etc.). This is 
conducted in terms of the franchise’s targets set in light of neoliberal conception of 
development (state’s development policies), where populations are yet to attain the 
maturity required of the liberal subject either freely or through despotism (Valverde 
1996) and where the franchise serves as apparatus to the sovereignty of the neoliberal 
political economy. In this sense, it can be said that , WII is constitutive of despotic 
technologies of power that reproduce a bio-political social platform across geographies 
of populations and its making shows what Dean (2010) referred to as the illiberality of 
liberal government and the respective techniques of governing through distance.  
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Annex 3 - Paper 3  

On water users’ repertoire: Market rationality and Governmentality in 
Peeth village’s water supply, Rajasthan (India)  
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Abstract 

This article extends recent micro-political debates on how market rationality reworks 
water users’ social relationships in rural water supply governmentality. Based on 
empirical research in Peeth village of Rajasthan, the article looks into water users’ 
principal repertoire, i.e. accounts of discourses, with a core emphasis on particular forms 
of meanings, subjectivities and social relations produced as the neoliberal market 
rationality transmutes to water users’ system of knowledge. This paper asks: what 
principal interpretative repertoire is frequently drawn upon in the village water users’ 
narratives, and what relevant meanings are constituted through this repertoire? Through 
such repertoire and associated meanings, what respective practices, subjectivities and 
social relationships are re/produced within the village water supply? The findings 
contend that, with the introduction of private water supply into Peeth village, what 
appears to be the principal water users’ repertoire – contamination – is reconstituted to 
integrate the notions of efficient use of technology and bodily health. The reconstituted 
contamination repertoire attaches a new meaning to ‘safe’ water and rationalizes the 
institutionalization of individual responsibility to self-care. The findings shed sharper 
light on the interplay between market technologies of government and self-regulation in 
producing domains of difference, through which subjects constitute, shape and actively 
resist the political, social and material aspects of market rationality in the village’s water 
supply. The discussions broaden the interlinkage between the ideological and political 
economy in constituting and rationalizing a new form of capital (specific ability to 
decontaminate) with a new form of power to define and regulate water supply practices 
and social relations in the Peeth village. 

Keywords: market rationality, governmentality, subjectivity, contamination repertoire, 
water supply, Peeth village 

1. Introduction 

Peeth is one of the major rural villages in the Dungarpur district, Rajasthan India. It 
accommodates approximately 2000 households76 with a total population size of 7000 
people. The village comprises a highly stratified social environment of small and medium 
sized landholders, as well as low and high caste Hindus77; the former being the majority 
(approximately 70%)78. In 2006, Dungarpur district was named one of the country’s 250 

                                                        
76 FGD: (15.05.2016) 
77 FGD; (15.05.2016) 
78 FGD: (15.05.2016) 
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most backward districts79 for its severe economic and social conditions. Like much of 
Rajasthan, Peeth’s residents depend on ground water for their survival. However, rapid 
decline of the water table and high-levels of contamination constrain the ground water 
situation in the village. In fact, the entire area of Dungarpur has been declared (except 
for Aaspur village) as a dark zone80 by the government of India (HDP, 2008). According 
to Dungarpur district’s Ground Water Board (2013), the fluoride level in the district is 
often beyond the recommended 1.5mg/l and could go as high as 5.35mg/l at times.  

Until recently, the only form of water supply service in Peeth was two panchayat81 wells 
with electronic submersible pumps, reservoirs and gravity- based piped distribution 
systems (hereafter called the public supply). The public supply depends on natural 
filtration and solar purification processes to decontaminate ground water. Public hand 
pumps and household tube-wells82 also supplement the public supply in the village, but 
only for domestic uses other than drinking. Residents pay a monthly fee of 50 Rupees 
per household for the public supply service83. However, Peeth’s public supply is 
characterized primarily by severe water supply shortage (availability of water only for 2 
to 3 hours, twice or thrice a week), old pipe systems (rusty and broken), frequent 
contamination (bad taste, smell and odor especially during the rainy season) and ill 
health conditions resulting from the poor quality of the water84. 

In 2005, the state of Rajasthan passed the Groundwater Rational Use and Management 
Act, which pushed for neoliberal market reforms to ground water use in order to 
challenge ground water scarcity in the state. According to Birkenholtz (2013), the Act 
comprises four major market based solutions for ground water problems; “…define and 
establish individual entitlements to groundwater; set clearly defined and transferable 
property rights; increase supply and efficiency through technological expansion, 
including more efficient irrigation systems and surface water dams; and localise 
governance through the establishment of water–user associations” (Birkenholtz, 2013, 
p:213). Following the Act, in 2012, first organized private water supply was initiated in 
Peeth in the form of a business-nonprofit partnership (hereafter called ‘the private 
supply) between Primal Waters (hereafter referred to as ‘the company’) and a non-profit 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) wing of HDFC-ERGO (below referred as the 
nonprofit). Primal Waters is a national level private company engaged in developing 
small scale water filtration plants (below referred to as ‘the machine’), whereas HDFC-
ERGO is an international financial institution comprised of Housing Development and 
Finance Corporation of India and ERGO international insurance group. The private 
supply was launched to provide cheap and affordable water to Peeth’s residents. The 

                                                        
79 There are 250 districts in India labelled as most backward districts based on their socioeconomic 
conditions. Dungarpur is one of the twelve districts in Rajasthan currently receiving funds from the Indian 
government’s Backward Regions Grant Fund Programme (BRGF); (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2009) 
80 The Indian government categorizes areas with an excessive depletion of ground water table as dark 
zones. In Dark zone areas extraction of ground water for private domestic or commercial use is prohibited.  
81 Village level administrative organ 
82 Small scale household wells traditionally constructed and financed by the household. 
83 FGD: (15.05.2016) 
84 FGD: (15.05.2016); FGD: (19.05.2016) the most common water related diseases are anaemia, diarrhoea 
and skin rush 
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company operates with a vision of ‘water for all’ and has engaged in rural water supply 
in different states in India. The company has gained considerable credit and popularity 
from a number of multilateral, development and state agencies for its small-scale 
community based purification technology and decentralized business model. The 
business model has allowed the company to maintain water prices between 6 -10 Rupees 
per 20 litres in most states85. Since its establishment, the private supply has managed to 
enroll 300 water user households in Peeth. 

How market rationality inscribes itself in water users’ system of knowledge and the 
respective role it plays in shaping and conducting users’ practices has been a significant 
aspect of recent studies on rural water supply governmentality (see, for example, Bakker, 
2007, 2010; Birkenholtz, 2009, 2010, 2013; Loftus, 2009; Sultana, 2009; O’Reilly, 2010; 
Harris, 2008; Ray 2007; Hellberg 2014; Jepson and Brown, 2014). Yet, the specific forms 
of water users’ practices and social relationships constituted and reproduced through 
market rationality still call for a more nuanced examination in a sense that market 
rationality does not completely displace existing modes of relations but reconstitutes 
them through attaching new meanings that shape supply practice in a specific way 
(Birkenholtz, 2013). The fact that private supply is a recent practice in the village makes 
Peeth’s water supply an interesting case for researching newly produced meanings, 
subjectivity and social relations as market rationality transmutes to water users’ system 
of knowledge. Moreover, despite the success story of the private supply, the fact that the 
majority of Peeth’s residents are still served only under the public supply (hereafter 
referred to as public users) contributes to a complex setting for understanding the 
multiple rationalities and subjectivities that constitute and legitimize water supply 
practice in Peeth.  

This article follows a Foucauldian understanding of discourse: not as a language, but as 
a system of representation (Hall, 1992: 291). Central to Foucauldian understanding of 
discourse is the production of knowledge and meaning, and the constitution of 
meaningful practices through discourse. According to Hall (1977), nothing exists outside 
of discourse; even material reality takes on meaning and becomes an object of knowledge 
through discourse. Accordingly, the analysis looks into water users’ interpretative 
repertoire (flexible instruments of discourses that people draw on to construct meanings 
about aspects of the world) (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). The respective research 
questions are a) what principal interpretative repertoire is frequently drawn upon in the 
village’s water users’ narratives, and what relevant meanings are constituted through this 
repertoire? B) Through such repertoire and associated meanings, what respective 
practices, subjectivities and social relationships are re/produced within the village’s 
water supply?   

2. Political rationality: technologies of government, subjectivity and self-
conduct 

Recent work on water supply in the South has emphasized the interrelationships between 
rationality, subjectivity, identity politics and self-conduct (see, for example, Legg, 2006; 

                                                        
85 http://www.sarvajal.com; FGD: (05.06.2016) 



 

 

95 

Bakker 2007, 2010; Birkenholtz, 2010: 2013). Much of this work advances Foucauldian 
concepts of governmentality. With significant focus on knowledge production, strategies 
and technologies of government and individual’s self-wish to self-conduct, 
governmentality scholars also document how political rationality produces grounds to 
render subjects governable (Kooy and Bakker, 2008; Lemke, 2000). What Foucault calls 
rationality is the political knowledge articulated to constitute subjects and regulate their 
possible fields of action (Gordon, 1991). Rationality refers to the process of logical 
interpretation of particular ways of knowing, or politics of truth. These are not some 
absolute truths that can be discovered and accepted, but particular types of rules that 
each society accepts specifically or as a whole; according to which the true and false are 
separated, and specific effects of power are attached to the true (Foucault, 1988, 1985). 

In this sense, a political rationality is not neutral knowledge representing the governed 
reality. Rather, it is an element of government itself that produces a discursive field, in 
which the act of government becomes rational (Lemke, 2000). It is through this political 
rationality that multiple technologies of government are reproduced and legitimized 
(Gordon, 1991; Foucault, 1991). In other words, political rationality produces the 
legitimate ground for specific forms of strategies, meanings, vocabularies, forms of 
representation, organizing and ordering to take effect in regulating subjects’ conduct 
(Murdoch and Ward, 1997). The individual’s perception of freewill and autonomous 
capacity to make sense of self (and other) is also central to the concept of political 
rationality. Foucault described this as subjectivity: the individual’s self-wish to self-
conduct or self-regulate (technology of self) through actively resisting and reshaping 
political rationality and constituting self as a subject of government (Neale, 1997). 

In rural water supply, much research have shown how the neoliberal market rationality, 
re/produces transnationalized politics of truth. For instance, Goldman (2007), Caufield 
(1997) and Babb (2005) discuss how the politics of state failure (to provide water for its 
citizens) and private supply (to intervene in place of the state) is mobilized as the 
conventional rationality to constitute water in its commercial/market sense and to 
produce and enroll the poor as homogenized subjects of neoliberal government. Asthana 
(2013) documents how market political rationality constitutes technology, and its private 
management, as an instrument of government. She examines how market rationality 
produces private actors as the appropriate agents to mobilize and manage technology in 
rural water supply; which, in turn, provides private actors the upper hand in producing 
domains of references that are used as legitimizing accounts for different forms of 
conducts and practices that advocate for specific forms of policy instruments while 
undermining alternative practices.   

Other governmentality scholars, working in the context of water users’ politics of 
knowledge, have emphasized the necessary contradictions inherent in government 
seeking multiple rationalities and subjectivities in rural water supply governance in the 
Global South. In her discussion of water as a material expression of political inclusion in 
the Global South, Bakker (2010) emphasizes the significance of water users’ subjectivity 
and/or identity politics in reconstituting market rationality as a form of self-expression 
to grant/restrict access. Based on empirical studies from South Africa, Indonesia and 
Bolivia, she contends that water users’ identity politics produces a specific form of 
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subjectivity and social relationship, through which small groups of the population are 
defined as rightful citizens and are guaranteed access to water, while the demographic 
majority are defined collectively as the ‘community’ and are forced to negotiate for their 
rights to water.  Thus, the question of access to water is not only about independent 
market rationalism, but is mainly about water users’ identity politics that produces a 
complicated web of social relationships that mediate water supply access (Bakker, 2010). 
Similar studies in Asia and South Africa have also shown how the introduction of market 
based private water supply reconstituted and reproduced existing unequal social 
relationships such as class, gender, caste etc. (Loftus, 2006; Sultana, 2009) and further 
marginalized vulnerable groups (Harris, 2008; O’Reilly et al, 2009; Ray, 2007; 
Zwarteveen and Meinzen-Dick, 2001).  

Jepson and Brown (2014) have also discussed the relationship between the introduction 
of market-based water supply technologies, water users’ subjectivity and the respective 
social relationships. They argue that the introduction of privatized water vending 
technologies in Sothern Texas colonias86 district interplayed with the long-standing 
unequal social relations and constituted a new hydrosocial relationships (between 
vended water and tap water consumers) that further restricted and problematized access 
to the poorest section the community. Similarly, Birkenholtz’s (2013) work on 
Rajasthan’s rural water supply highlights how the neoliberal market rationality reworked 
water users’ subjectivity and political knowledge to produce historically embedded 
strategies of exclusion. Birkenholtz argues that the introduction of new pipe line based 
technologies and market efficient practices did not completely displace water users’ 
existing socioecological relations. Rather it reworked them and produced hybrid  
socioecological relations, such as the modern and the traditional; which, again, 
reproduced existing forms of marginalization and exclusion from water service. Such 
works usefully illustrate how market rationalism in general and the use of market based 
private water supply technologies and practices in particular, construct difference and 
reconfigure existing order of political knowledge within the user community. More 
importantly, the discussions also demonstrate how market rationality, is both 
constitutive and constituted as it transfigures into water users’ politics of knowledge.  

This article builds on the above discussions with a particular emphasis on how water 
users construct meaning and subjectivity, and conduct their social relationships as 
market rationality takes shape through the introduction of a market based private supply 
technology. Neither if a specific practice conforms to a particular rationality, nor if 
market rationality adequately represents the user community are central components of 
the forthcoming discussion. Rather, the emphasis is on how market rationality functions 
as a politics of truth as part of water users’ system of knowledge; producing new forms 
of knowledge, inventing new notions, meanings and concepts that contribute to the 
government of new domains of regulation and intervention (Lemke, 2000; Gordon, 
1991). According to Birkenholtz (2009, 2013), the specific forms of subjectivities and 
social relations constituted and legitimized through new market based technologies and 
practices remain both unclear and contradictory. Paraphrasing Hellberg (2014), we can 

                                                        
86 Rural and periurban subdivisions in South Texas, which is one of the poorest regions in the United 
States (Jepson and Brown) 
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learn how such new practices constitute subjectivities and how they relate to the water 
users’ sense of self through paying close attention to the water users’ narratives. These 
narratives convey the specific ways through which water users attach meaning to new 
practices and how these practices matter in terms of people’s lives.   

3. Methodology  

Interpretative repertoire offers a way to analyze instruments of discourses87 that water 
users flexibly draw on to produce meanings, construct and negotiate their sense of self 
(and others’) as well as to constitute and de/legitimize their subject positions in the wider 
social interactions (Wetherell and Potter, 1992; Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). 
Interpretative repertoire follows a poststructuralist Foucauldian understanding that 
interprets reality as a social construct. Thus interpretive repertoire analysis does not look 
for an absolute reality or truth, but seeks to analyze how truths or realities are produced 
and rationalized as real, solid and stable in people’s arguments and how competing 
accounts are exposed as false and biased (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). This article 
adopts Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) as the main data collection method. A semi-
structured interview guide that focused on water supply was developed to mobilize an 
open-ended discussion in the FGDs. Following Lunt and Livingstone (1996) and 
Wetherell and Potter (1992), this article approaches FGDs not as a representation of 
external world out there, or as a description of independent past experiences, but as 
mediums through which discussants constitute a reality (or a world) as the discussion 
proceeds. Hence, the discursive practice in FGDs do not seek to replicate pre-existing 
reality but constitute subjective realities as the discussion unfolds and generate both 
intra and inter group diversity (Lunt and Livingstone, 1996).  

A total of 7 FGDs88 were conducted with different water user groups and stakeholders in 
the village. The attempt to conduct interviews with the company representatives was 
unsuccessful. Secondary resources that provide information about the company’s89 and 

                                                        
87 In interpretative repertoire, Potter and Wetherell (1992) use instruments or accounts of discourses 
interchangeably instead of discourse to distance themselves from other poststructuralists who treat 
discourses as independent objects, and to emphasize that discourses are constituted (and are constitutive 
of) social relations (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). 
88 FGD: (17.05.2016); with Private supply water users (6 participants; organized in one of the respondent’s 
home), FGD: ( 23.05.2016); with Private supply water users (6 participants; organized in one of the 
respondent’s home) 
FGD: (19.05.2016); with only public supply water users (6 participants; organized in one of the 
respondent’s home)  
FGD: (27.05.2016); with only public supply water users (4 participants; organized in one of the 
respondent’s home)  
FGD: (15.05.2016); with panchayat (three participants from the panchayat, organized in the panchayat 
headquarter) 
FGD: (02.06.2016); with franchise (2 family members of the franchise, organized in the franchise’s 
residence) 
FGD: (05.06.2016); with nonprofit (three participants - the CSR coordinator, a senior advisor, and a < 
removed for anonymity of review>; organized through teleconference)   
89 http://www.sarvajal.com/project-stories.php 
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nonprofit’s90 independent practices were reviewed. Short course project papers91 
produced by students in Indian Institute of Management-Ahmedabad (IIMA) on 
previous practices of the company were also reviewed. While organizing the FGDs, the 
panchayat provided assistance in identifying and initiating contact with the different 
user groups and the franchise92. All the FGDs (except for the nonprofit) were principally 
moderated93 by two trained interviewers from Rajasthan who speak the local language, 
Hindi. All the discussions were recorded, transcribed, and later translated to English by 
a professional transcription and translation agency. The whole data collection (including 
planning and preparation, secondary material review, FGDs, transcription and 
translation) took 5 months, from April to August 2016.    

The analysis involved two major phases. In the first phase, the specific forms of meanings 
and representations constituted in the discussants’ narrative of water supply were 
outlined and mapped. These constitute discussants’ characterization of supply practices 
and representation of self and other, and the truths they construct in their 
problematization of water supply in the village. In the second phase, discussants’ 
principal interpretative repertoire that constitutes the major discursive ground to 
produce particular forms of practices and ways of representations as true (or false) is 
identified. With inspiration from the governmentality literature, the results were 
interpreted in relation to market technologies of government and self-conduct that 
constitute the wider political knowledge of government.  

4. Technology, and the business case for Peeth’s private supply  

In Peeth the company’s business model94 employs a triad network that combines the 
nonprofit, the company and a community level franchise (also known as a local 
entrepreneur). The business model highlights Rajasthan’s neoliberal reform highlighted 
in its Groundwater Rational Use and Management Act (discussed in section 1 of this 
paper), i.e., it takes into account technology, individual entitlements and localized 
governance.The business model works in such a way that the company produces the 
machine95, and the nonprofit covers the full cost of the machine and takes ownership of 
the machine for the first five-year period (the estimated lifetime of the machine). During 
this period, the nonprofit is also responsible for covering the respective operation and 
maintenance costs. However, during this time, the management and control of the 
machine still remains under the company. Based on this arrangement the company looks 
for a village level partner (the franchise), and forms the company- franchise partnership. 
The franchise should have an entitlement to property (his/her own land with a ground 
water resource) and should also have a financial and practical potential to conduct minor 
                                                        
90 https://www.hdfcergo.com/documents/hdfc_ergo-csr_policy.pdf; 
https://www.hdfcergo.com/disclosures-csr-policy/csr-activities.html 
91 Lal, A., Kumar, N., Srivastava, P. (2012), Sarvajal, a term project paper for the <removed for 
anonymity> course, Indian Institute of Management.  
92 A village level partner (subcontractor) to the company 
93 The interviewers were fully in charge of moderating the FGDs. This article’s author was also present in 
all FGDs, but with a minimal role of monitoring the process.  
94 FGD: (05.06.2016); FGD: (02.06.2016) 
95 A small scale water filtration plant equipped with a reverse osmosis purification technology  
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operation of the machine and to manage the water sales and distribution. Based on this 
arrangement the company installs the machine on the franchise’s property.  

The income from water sales is shared 50:50 between the company and the franchise. 
On top of the water sales, the franchise is free to make its own income, i.e. charge 
additional fee for door to door delivery and for the supply of chilled water. However, the 
price ceiling for home delivery and chilled water supply is set by the company to be a 
maximum of 20 Rupees per 20 liters. The five-year period allows the franchise to 
establish a continued market without having to worry about any investment or operating 
costs. It is considered as a startup phase. The machine is equipped with an online cloud 
technology, which lets the company centrally monitor and shut down the purification 
process when required96. This also allows the company to control the volume of water 
sales centrally. The nonprofit-company-franchise triad only exists for the first five-year 
period. After the fifth year (after the complete depreciation of the machine), the company 
conducts an overhaul maintenance to extend the machine’s lifetime, takes full ownership 
of the machine and continues its relationship with the franchise. At this point the 
franchise should be responsible for covering operation and minor maintenance costs. If 
a satisfactory market could not be developed within the first five-year period, the 
nonprofit and the company can relocate their machine to another villages.  

5. Legitimizing repertoire, meanings and subjectivity 

Analyzing the discussions in all the FGDs, contamination serves as the principal97 
repertoire through which users describe water, and specific forms of subjectivities and 
social relations are re/produced and legitimized. In every aspect, water is discursively 
produced as contaminated. There is no discursive ground for pure water to exist. For 
instance, on one hand, through contamination water is discussed as valuable resource 
for human existence that needs efficient forms of decontamination in order to make it 
drinkable. On the other hand, through contamination water loses its valuable 
characterization and it is discussed as an already spoiled or polluted resource that can be 
unlimitedly extracted even though the village falls under a dark zone and extraction for 
commercial and private use is not allowed. In other words, the contamination repertoire 
is used in a flexible manner through which exercising specific forms of knowledge and 
supply practices becomes rational.  

5.1. Constituting specific supply practices 

The public supply provides water for all of Peeth’s residents. However, water users 
(public and/or private water users) stringently constitute their experiences of the public 
supply as problematic and unsafe to drink. Severe shortage of water supply (availability 
limited to 2 to 3 hours, twice or thrice a week) and seasonal contamination (bad taste, 

                                                        
96 The company shuts down purification centrally if the franchise fails to deposit the company’s share of 
income on time (at end of each month), and if there are malfunctions or irregularities in the purification 
process (FGD, 02.06.2016).  
97 The ‘principal’ connotation is used to highlight the fact that even though the discussants have also used 
other discourses (for instance, discourses of local governance) as legitimizing tools, it is contamination that 
has been constituted significantly and frequently by discussants in all FGDs. 
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smell and odour during the rainy season, even sometimes presence of worms in water) 
are described as continuous problems of the public supply. Since its introduction the 
private supply has managed to enroll a few middle and upper class residents. Yet, the 
low-income majority (constituted as /constituting self as low-income groups98) remain 
with the public supply. In case of severe shortage, they claim to use non-purified water 
from the household tube-wells and public hand pumps for drinking, and apply 
traditional methods such as boiling and using herbal water treatment techniques to make 
the water drinkable. They also confirm that they face some health problems such as 
anaemia, diarrhoea and skin rash because of contaminated water. The panchayats also 
emphasize the poor conditions of the public supply and associated ill health; they stress 
that contamination is not only seasonal, since the pipe systems are visibly rusty, old and 
punctured everywhere.  

Residents find the public supply unsafe to drink, and are confident that the situation will 
continue for a very long time ahead. This expectation is discussed in relation to their 
distrustful experiences of what they describe as the state. Management of the public 
supply is expressed to be the responsibility of the state, and the state is often discussed 
as not to be in the best interest of the public. Water users99 even use words such as 
‘inefficient’, ‘ineffective’ and ‘corrupt’ to characterize the state100. Their characterization 
of the state proceeds beyond water supply and draws on broader governance discourses. 
Some water users101 emphasize how the malfunctions in the state restricted them from 
getting their deserved benefits in many of the social services, employment, agricultural 
development programs, and how the state only tends to serve the needs of the politically 
privileged. This group of water users consider themselves as being upper middle class in 
the village’s socioeconomic status; which indicates the forms of inequalities even at the 
upper social stratum of the village as well as how access is determined through privilege. 
Low income water users also indicate their negative experiences of the state. They claim 
that they have stopped complaining to the panchayat because they are frustrated with 
lack of response or outcomes.     

“…We will not complain. You know it is a very long way and frustrating process. Our 
teeth have gone off by frequently telling the panchayat. There is no response. They say 
they have passed our complaints to the state, but no response…”.102  

Here, in every context, what is referred to as the state is the political administrative 
structure beyond the panchayat. The panchayat is often presented as a powerless entity 
by all groups. Residents argue that the panchayat is unable to make any decision unless 
ordered or authorized by the state. In addition, the panchayats do not see themselves as 

                                                        
98 Constituting self as low income people (FGD, 19.05.2016; FGD, 27.05.2016), as well as constituted by 
private supply users (FGD, 17.05.2016; FGD, 23.05.2016) and the panchayat (FGD; 15.05.2016) as the 
majority, poor and low income.  
99 FGD: (17.05.2016); FGD: (23.05.2016); FGD: (19.05.2016); FGD: (15.05.2016)  
100 What is referred to as the state is the political administrative structure beyond the panchayat 
101 FGD: (17.05.2016) 
102 FGD: ( 27.05.2016) 
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part of the state and continually refer to water supply issues as the state’s responsibility, 
and do not use words such as we, us or ours while describing water supply responsibility.  

The panchayats also share water users’ characterization that the state does not function 
in the best interest of the public. The panchayats even echo the ‘corrupt’ and ‘inefficient’ 
characterization of the state. They claim that the state and the national government have 
imposed a non-democratic administrative structure on the village. Since Peeth is defined 
as a ‘backward’ village by the central government, it is compulsory that key 
administrative posts in the village (such as the Head of the panchayat: Sarpanch) are to 
be reserved for residents from low caste groups in order to ensure representations of 
vulnerable groups. Even though during the time of the FGD the Sarpanch (a woman from 
the low-caste group) was not present, the other three members of the panchayat (men 
from upper caste groups) emphasized that this policy undermines individuals’ capacity 
and competitiveness to conduct public duty103, and promotes corruptions and 
inefficiency in the village. This highlights how power and political rights are negotiated 
in the village public governance, and how they influence water supply in particular.  

On the other hand, the private supply provides water for 300 households; mainly upper 
and middle-class families. These groups of residents (hereafter referred to as private 
users) also get water from the public supply, but do not use it for drinking. The private 
supply service runs an everyday door to door delivery. Water is delivered through 
returnable 20 liters water bottles, where empty bottles are exchanged for filled ones every 
day. In addition, the private supply requires its users to keep the bottles clean to avoid 
contamination. The private users indicate their satisfaction with, and trust of, the private 
service. They use such words as effective, efficient, satisfactory and transparent to 
convey their view. What the private users see as the private supply is only the franchise. 
Private users claim that, in addition to the water quality, it is their knowledge and trust 
for the franchise’s owner (as an individual and as a member of the community) that 
constitutes a strong sense of trust.  

5.1.1.  Safe water and subjectivity 

In Peeth’s water users’ broader understanding of water supply, the contamination 
repertoire plays a significant role in constituting what is considered Safe water. It also 
provides the discursive field through which each practice (public and private) is 
produced as rational. Knowledge of water through contamination has put a substantial 
emphasis on decontamination. The discussions with the panchayat, and both private 
and public users underline that contamination of the public supply is due to old and 
severely damaged pipe systems. The public supply’s natural filtration and solar 
purification method of decontamination is not constituted as the source of the problem. 
However, the introduction of the private supply’s purification technology has reworked 
the contamination repertoire to redefine the concept of decontamination and to attach a 
new meaning to safe water. This is visible in the private supply’s narratives104 that 
continually produce the private supply’s technologically equipped ability to 
                                                        
103 The panchayats argue that crucial decision making posts such as the Sarpanch should be acquired 
based on individuals’ capacity and competitive skills not on individual’s class or caste.  
104 FGD: (02.06.2016) 
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decontaminate as a means for better user’s health conditions; and promote that drinking 
water should come from the private supply. This is also evident in the company’s 
commercials105 and website narratives106.  

This conceptualization of safe water is also shared by the private users (and the 
panchayats). They view the private water to be solely pure: decontaminated 
technologically and thus, all possibilities of contamination cannot exist within the private 
supply’s production and distribution realm.  According to some private users107 and the 
franchise108, previous instances of contamination associated with the private supply’s 
water (occasional change of taste and presence of dirt) are discussed to have been caused 
by users’ practices of storing public water in the private supply’s water bottles; problem 
of storage not supply.  

In addition, even though the health problems associated with the public supply are 
discussed not to have come from its decontamination process, the private users 
(including the panchayats) emphasize the decontamination technology, and its health 
effects, to characterize the public vs. private supply as safe; private for drinking and 
public for other domestic uses. In this sense, technological ability to decontaminate 
dominates the standard of what is safe or not. Safe water is no more decontaminated 
water but it is the private supply’s technologically decontaminated water. Under the new 
Safe, other forms of decontamination, such as natural filtration and solar 
decontamination used by the public supply, are discussed under the realm of 
contaminated public supply or become equivalent to contamination.  

The meaning attached to Safe water has also produced grounds through which users 
define their sense of self (and other) and regulate their social relations. For instance, 
private users (including the panchayat) construct themselves as aware and responsible 
agents, while continually referring to public users as groups lacking the awareness and 
sense of responsibility for self-care109. Here, the private users’ justification for awareness 
and responsibility translates to an understanding that one should be able to recognize 
and value the differences between good and bad water (especially in relation to personal 
health), and should personalize the responsibility of getting good water (private water), 
because what is provided by the public service is obliviously bad. The private users also 
claim that the private water is very cheap and affordable, and it is not a question of 
economic choice but more of a moral decision to self-care.  

On-the-contrary, the public users constitute a different sense of self and responsibility. 
They claim that the private supply is unaffordable for them due to their poor economic 
conditions. They are aware of the health repercussions of the public water and they 
confirm that they use ayurvedic treatments as a preventive precaution for water-related 
health problems. They argue that self-care through Ayurvedic and herbal treatment is 

                                                        
105 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7wA0ZagS4IM; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G8VCVV0Q73U;  
106 http://www.sarvajal.com/project-stories.php 
107 FGD: (17.05.2016) 
108 FGD: (02.06.2016) 
109 FGD: (17.05.2016); FGD: (23.05.2016); FGD: (15.05.2016) 
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less costly than through enrollment to the private supply’s water. For them, it is always 
a question of affordability. They claim that provided the current poor condition of the 
public supply and the narrow domain of affordability, reverting to their own means of 
self-care is all that they can do.  

5.1.2. Affordability 

The company’s vision statement110 is ‘water for all’. The company justifies inclusion of 
the poor through affordable, cheap prices.111 As discussed above, both the private users 
and the franchise disregard the public users’ ‘unaffordable’ claim as lack of awareness. 
However, for the public users, affordability is something rather related with 
prioritization, not with cheap price: 

D1112: “…we cannot afford to pay 10 Rupees. Yes, it seems cheap. Who provides water 
with such a price? But still we cannot afford it..” 

D2: “…but why you say that you cannot afford. He owns that motorcycle. He drives to 
work every day and still say he cannot afford…(laughter) “ discussed as a tease  

I1113: “…it is quite a question. What do you say to that?” 

D1: “…transportation is important to me. More than Sarvajal’s water. I take my children 
to school on motorcycle before work. I live very far. “ 

D2: “How far?” 

D1. “Far far.  I work hard whole day and collect my family in the evening. The motorcycle 
is more important to me than Sarvajal…”  

The above story line shows that as cheap as a product’s price may be, it does not 
necessarily make the product affordable. It is prioritization of transportation that has 
made the motorcycle affordable over the private water. The public users’ narrative is that 
one has to prioritize and make a conscious choice based on the income s/he earns. In 
their current state (low-income), and with the alternative of cheap but low quality public 
supply, the private supply’s safe water is not affordable priority for them. In this sense, 
it can be argued that the private supply’s conceptualization of affordability constitutes 
‘need for water’ as ‘demand for water’; its rationalization of cheap and affordable water 
produces the notion that if something as valuable as water is needed it has to be 
demanded or paid for. This, for instance, has produced legitimate grounds to justify the 
discontinuation of service from high priority need areas in other villages, if there is no 
satisfactory demand. According to the discussion with the nonprofit114, there have been 

                                                        
110 http://www.sarvajal.com/ 
111 FGD: (05.06.2016) 
112 D1 and D2 refer to discussant 1 and 2 in the FGD (FGD, 27.05.2016). 
113 I1 refers to interviewer 1 in the FGD (FGD, 27.05.2016) 
114 FGD: (05.06.2016) 
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previous cases of machine relocations in other villages even from high need drought 
prone areas, because of lack of sufficient demand.  

5.1.3. Constituting capital and ownership 

Panchayats’, private users’ and the private supply’s emphasis on ability to decontaminate 
also constitutes a specific form of capital that has distinct institutional and structural 
implications in Peeth’s water supply relations. For instance, according to the private 
supply’s business model, the company takes 50% of the gross income per sale of water 
even though the franchise is fully responsible for covering the operation costs; which 
makes the profit gained by the franchise only service profit. In this sense, the water 
source appears not to be valued in any way in the business model. What is sold is 
decontamination, not water, which makes ownership of decontamination technology 
more valuable than ownership of the water source. This provides the company with the 
authority to define and control production and supply relationships within its network. 
Contrariwise, it constitutes the franchise as a subject of power operating within distinct 
domains specified by the company. This is further signified in the company’s and the 
franchise’s rival discursive practices. The company’s narrative115 constructs the franchise 
as a social entrepreneur; who works to satisfy social needs while generating local 
employment for self and other.  The franchise contradicts this subject position viewing 
self as a distant operator. According to the franchise116, the company centrally controls 
the production, distribution, and price of water, and even sets the price limit for home to 
home delivery and supply of chilled water; which were supposed to be personal (and 
additional) income for the franchise. The franchise highlighted lack of ownership of 
service as the basis for not viewing self as an entrepreneur. This implies that the 
constitution of ability to decontaminate as a new form of capital, and its controlled 
ownership, produces social domains through which new forms of power relations and 
institutional structures of water production and distribution become rational.  

6. Discussion  

The analysis highlights that in the village water supply contamination appears to be the 
principal repertoire through which material reality gains meaning; water is defined, 
related to and practiced. Most importantly, contamination constitutes the legitimizing 
discursive lens, through which safe drinking water gains meaning, and specific supply 
practices and forms of knowledge are constituted as conventional. With the introduction 
of the private supply, the focus of contamination discourse shifted from contaminated 
water to ability to decontaminate: constituting a new contamination repertoire. Market 
technologies of government produced the rationale through which efficient use of 
specific technology and bodily health become an integral component of the new 
contamination repertoire. First, such reworking of the repertoire constituted a new Safe, 
which underlines the private supply’s technological ability to decontaminate as the 
solution for water contamination. This not only formulates a notion that drinking water 
should come from private supply, but rationalizes the complete privatizing of Safe water. 

                                                        
115 http://www.sarvajal.com/become-franchisee.php 
116 FGD: (02.06.2016) 



 

 

105 

It also defines clear boundaries between private and public water supply; for drinking 
and for other domestic uses respectively (Jepson and Brown, 2014). 

Second, the reconstitution of contamination, and the new Safe, has produced a new form 
of practice that institutionalizes individual responsibility for contamination. In other 
words, it is evident that the material reality of contamination attached with the public 
supply, together with the respective ill-health conditions, has shifted the social risks of 
contamination into the realm of individual responsibility transforming it into a problem 
of self-care. This was visible, for instance, in public users’ practice of applying different 
forms of traditional water treatment methods to keep their water safe. However, with the 
introduction of the private supply, this individualized sense of responsibility has been 
reconstituted at the household level in an institutionalized form; through 
responsibilitizing private user households to keep their water bottle clean as part of the 
supply practice. This has produced the household as a primary water management 
institution, and constitutes every possibility of contamination as the problem of the 
household – distancing it from the private supply (Harriden, 2012; Jepson and Brown, 
2014). 

Third, the reworking of contamination not only legitimizes the use of specific practices, 
but further determines the basis on which users conduct their social relations. Here, 
market technologies of government attached with contamination constitute specific 
forms of knowledge and subjectivity as rational. For instance, Private users’ (including 
panchayats) forms of knowing, or their self-conduct to practice and reproduce what they 
consider knowable (self-care for personal health through using affordable and 
technologically purified safe private water), is discussed as the dominant rationale, 
where other forms of knowing are marginalized. Public users’ reasoning for using public 
sources or traditional water quality management practices (such as herbal treatment for 
water and the use of Ayurveda), are not described (by the panchayat and the private 
users) as being the result of lack of adequate supply or ‘access’, but rather as being the 
result of lack of basic knowledge-awareness. This is also signified in private users’ 
(including the panchayats) connotations of self and public users, as aware safe water 
users and unware public water users respectively.  

Fourth, the significance of market technologies of government as part of the village’s 
political knowledge system is reflected in users’ choices to self-conduct; as economic-
rational and responsible subjects. Private users’ choice of service reflects their 
responsible economic rationality to self-care within the provided domain of affordable 
water as they see it. On the other hand, the public users’ conscious choice of service also 
reflects their economic rationality and self-responsibility; they decided to remain with 
the public supply after consciously evaluating the provided domain of affordability from 
the merits of income and priority. Even though public users’ preference to continue using 
the lower quality but easily accessible public supply is often discussed (by private users 
and panchayats) as their own failure to develop, it can also be understood as a form of 
resistance to and self-restriction from market technologies of government that has made 
access problematic for them (Kooy and Bakker; 2008). The discursive contradictions 
between the rationality of demand-based affordability and/or exclusion as lack of 
awareness, and public users’ problematization of affordability through prioritization 
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show how subjects actively resist, shape and constitute market rationality as part of the 
village’s knowledge system, and reproduce specific form of practices in the village’s water 
supply governmentality. 

Fifth, the interconnectedness between the ideological and the political economic 
agencies in the village’s water supply in general, and the effects that market rationality 
has in terms of domination and self-regulation in particular, is also reflected in the 
introduction and rationalization of new structures of production: with a new form of 
valuable capital (not water, but ability to decontaminate) to which a specific form of 
power to regulate water supply is attached. This new form of power enjoys significant 
social value via private user’s understanding of self-care through commitment to, and 
trust for, private supply. In addition, the fact that trust of the private supply is not only 
water-quality based, but extends to personal relationships between private users and the 
franchise highlights how market rationality seeks to achieve congruence between 
responsible moral individuals and market-rational individuals as it transmutes to water 
users’ system of knowledge.  

Sixth, it is critically important to remember that water users’ self (and other) expressions 
(such as ‘middle class’, ‘low-income’, ‘privileged’ and also as ‘aware’ or ‘unaware’) are not 
independent of historically embedded inequalities. The works of Birkenholtz (2008), 
O’Reilly (2010), Harris (2009), Ray (2007) and Sultana (2009) significantly illustrate 
the role of historically embedded unequal social positions (such as caste, class and 
gender) in determining and constituting specific subjectivities as rational. It is not that 
the introduction of market rationality produced completely new unequal grounds in the 
village, but reworked existing inequalities to constitute economic privilege as an 
additional domain through which access is rationalized. This is evident in the fact that 
the majority of Peeth’s residents, who don’t have access to private supply, are low-income 
and low-caste Hindus. In addition, the panchayats’ problematization of the state’s and 
the national government’s administrative policy towards inclusion of vulnerable groups 
provides a glimpse of the nature of historically embedded inequalities in the village’s 
power dynamics. 

Conclusion 

This article extends micro-political discussions in rural water supply governmentality, 
with a particular emphasis on the process of rationalization: the how effect of neoliberal 
market rationality. Specificity has been further conveyed through discussions on water 
users’ repertoire in the case villages’ water supply. With an emphasis on governmentality, 
the critical contributions of this article avoid dualisms in analysing the forms of practices. 
In other words, the principal aim has been to examine how specific practices are 
produced as rational; through an examination of the knowledge base upon which 
practices are systematized and rationalized. The focus on forms of knowledge, strategies 
of governing and technologies of self has allowed for a more comprehensive discussion 
on the political, social and material aspects of market rationality in the village’ water 
supply.  
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Through the repertoire of contamination, the discussion has been able to highlight the 
interconnectedness between the wider ideological and village level political economic 
agencies, such as the introduction and legitimization of new production and supply 
network of safe water. This has enabled the article to show how the specific forms of 
domination and self-regulation interplay in reconfiguring local politics of truth as 
neoliberal market rationality transmutes into local knowledge systems. Here, 
reconfiguring does not only imply reproducing existing forms of social and ideological 
asymmetries and obfuscation. Rather, it refers to constituting a new social topography, 
on the basis of which the forms of social mechanisms of domination are recoded or 
reworked, and specific practices, subjectivity and social relations are produced as 
rational, (Lemke, 2000; Birkenholtz 2010). It is within this topography, for instance, the 
private suppliers’ universal access to water is legitimized through affordability, and the 
success of its ‘water for all’ program is produced as rational.   
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The primary objective of this thesis is to 
study the specific everyday aspects of the 
process of neoliberalization as observed 
through the object of water. Water as an 
object of representation means understan-
ding its materiality within the totality of the 
political relations of knowledge systems 
that reproduce its materiality as rational. 
Approaching the process of neoliberaliza-
tion through the object of water requires 
an in-depth look into the specific everyday 
practicalities and social relations of indivi-
duals/people (micropolitical) reproduced 
through water practices, together with the 
relation that this micropolitical has with the 
wider forms of neoliberal knowledge  system 
or forms of politics (macropolitical as pects) 
reproduced and rearticulated through 
 neoliberalism. By looking into three rural 
water practice cases, the thesis takes a clo-
ser look into specific forms of subjectivities 
and social relations that are constitutive of 
particular water practices, and the relation 

that this has with wider neoliberal forms of 
rationalities. In doing so, this thesis intends 
to enhance knowledge on how neoliberal 
political truths are naturalized and how their 
applications affect individuals and their so-
cial relationships. 
In order to produce a multidimensional ana-
lysis on the relation between the macropo-
litical and micro-practical, this thesis works 
within the analytics of governmentality and 
uses discourse analysis as a methodology. 
Knowledge building in neoliberal govern-
mentality scholarship through a focus on 
the messy micro practicalities and social 
relations is the primary contribution of this 
thesis. With the focus on the micropractica-
lities, the thesis contributes to one of govern-
mentality’s less researched areas ( inattention 
to difference) as well as addresses some cri-
tical research gaps in authoritarian govern-
mentality and authoritarian neoliberalism 
literatures.   
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