Agency in Regime Changes: Dams, Development and movements for water justice

Summary of presentation.
In this presentation I draw out key points from a set of four articles through which I explore different aspects of the problem of agency in regime changes. In each article I approach the question from a different vantage point. In the first article titled: “Law and ‘development’ discourses about water: Understanding agency in regime changes” my point of departure is the change in the global regime for water from state regulation to market regulation that occurred in the wake of rise of neo-liberalism in international organisations and within Third World states.

In the second article titled: “Liberal Theory, Human Rights and Water-Justice: Back to Square One?” which appears in LGD: Law, Social Justice and Global Development [2008 (1) Law, Social Justice & Global Development Journal (LGD).http://www.go.warwick.ac.uk/elj/lgd/2008_1/d’souza] my point of departure is the demand by social justice movements for ‘water justice’ articulated as the demand to include right to water as a human right.

In both of these articles my reflections lead me to question the common epistemological grounds that actors in pro and anti-regime, in this case the pro and anti dam movements share – in the water sector the actors include institutional actors like states, International Organisations, scientific and technology organisations, private corporations, knowledge institutions, as well as epistemic communities and social justice movements that protested against institutional actors and opposed them. In the next article: “The Prison Houses of Knowledge: Activist Scholarship And Revolution in the Era of “Globalisation” [McGill Journal of Education, forthcoming]. I probe ‘activist scholarship’ an influential trend in recent times that came into prominence with the rise of social movements against the neo-liberal regime changes. Doing so helps me to examine the type of knowledge that inform social actors in regime changes, the institutional dimensions of knowledge production i.e. the education-regime, epistemic communities as well as activist writings and analysis that informs social change.

The problem of displacement is central to all development but it was the anti-dam movements that high lighted it in ways that questioned the post-war development paradigm. The discourse of rights was central to the critique of dams and development and the critique invoked all sorts of rights: human rights, right to rehabilitation and resettlement, cultural rights, rights of indigenous people, right to work, right to shelter, etc. In “The ‘Rights’ Conundrum: Poverty of Philosophy amidst Poverty” I examine the relations between displacement in practice and the rights discourse in theory. I argue displacement is the underbelly of Rights, displacement is entailed in Rights, underpins Rights and creates the constant need for legal and institutional ‘placements’; in other words a discourse of Rights is sustained by displacement, and therefore the displacement/rights relations cannot be reduced to binary opposition of economic versus political rights, it is inscribed in the very nature of the modernist conception of rights.

There are five broad themes that emerge from these explorations:

i. The importance of concepts, ideas, and therefore ideologies and philosophies, the world views of people and the institutional regimes of knowledge production in producing concepts and ideas that inform social change, the nature and direction of social change, the type of social change that occurs – revolution? Evolution? Bit of both? Whatever.

ii. The importance of convergences in regimes and social structures, the common ground that contestants share – all too often, the contestants emphasise one or the other facet – hence the persistence of dualisms, binaries, reductionist arguments – the contestation means the common grounds shared by the contestants remain opaque. Those common grounds become the basis for regime changes.

iii. The moment of change and how that is characterised and understood by social agents. What is fascinating about regime changes is that regimes endure for prolonged periods in relative stability and then change, when change occurs it is all encompassing. An innocuous moment, an ordinary event, a reasonable occurrence becomes the engine of change.

iv. Envisioning the social whole – when social agents are able to envision the social whole and their own place in it, they are able to envision the social whole they wish to see through transformative action, and the extent to which they are able to envision social whole depends on their knowledge of social institutions and their own place within them. Do social agents have the knowledge that helps them understand the structural ramifications of their actions and envision the social change in the making?

v. Finally, in the structure agency dialectic there is a spatio-temporal lag which is often overlooked. The new is nurtured in the womb of the old. Social agents act today, in response to the constraints they face within institutional and social structures, but the effect of their actions on social structures becomes evident only in the future. That spatio-temporal gap becomes the testing ground for the capacities of agents to transcend structural constraints to a greater or lesser degree. That moment is where the cultural, emotional, psychological, communitarian make up of social agents and their ability for transcendence becomes critical.

What can we say about agency in regime changes from the explorations in the water sector?
1. Whether social change remains a change in form – e.g. a regime change from one form of capitalism to another – or – whether it becomes a structural change that upsets capitalist regimes of appropriation and expropriation – is important – and what makes the difference is the way emancipatory social movements conceptualise the social whole, the concepts and ideas they use and their ability to transcend dualisms in theory and in practice.

2. In this the type of knowledge of society and its institutions becomes important but the sites of knowledge production – who produces the knowledge, why, under what conditions and how is it appropriated also becomes crucial to how emancipatory social movements conceptualise social change and evaluate and assess social institutions.

3. This is all the more important in the Third World where many epistemic communities speak for the people excluded from market institutions to greater or lesser extent or who are marginalised from capitalist/imperialist regimes of appropriation and expropriation.

4. The spatio-temporal lag between action and structures, between understanding and action – is a site where knowledge is necessary but not sufficient condition of change. To call this nebulous space indeterminacy negates the role of agency – and leaves too much to fortiousness or chance. To call it space to determine future course of society invites dictatorship of history through a predetermined telos. 
6. These problems call for a new research agenda that interrogate the social ramifications of Greco-Roman intellectual traditions where philosophical dualism has a profound effect on social thought, which is very different from may Eastern and indigenous traditions where non-dualism is the dominant tradition.
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