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Foreword

W
E are living in elemental times. The health of our earth, our air,
our fire, and our waters, will do much to determine human fu-
tures and the futures of all the creatures and beings with whom

we share the planet.

The earth, and the liveliness of the millions of beings it comprises—bacteria,
nematodes, protozoa, fungi—will determine the quality of the harvests that
remain to us and make the difference between famine and well-being. The
air, and its changing composition, will determine not just the global heating
of the planet—with all its consequences—but also whether we can breathe
each day. In contrast, the fires we light every day—in cars, in airplanes,
in each tap of a keyboard demanding energy production somewhere—are
no longer providing invisible assistance, but collectively warming the
atmosphere, transforming themselves into raging wildfires in tinder-dry
forests.

Water, however, has a special place in these elements. It is to water that we
turn as respite from the other elements. We ask our rivers to carry away our
pollution. We trust in our oceans to absorb our carbon and provide us with
fish. We look to our lakes and aquifers to quench our impoverished soils and
to fight fires.

In so doing, we too often forget that water has a life of its own, and that it
lives according to its own timings, not ours. Water brings stories of rainfall
dropping centuries ago, making its way slowly through underground pas-
sageways bringing memories of rock and minerals; stories of torrents rush-
ing off parched land carrying topsoil and silt; stories of flooded farmland,
bringing whatever fertilizers covered the land that day; and stories of quiet
pools and waterfalls where offerings are left and children bathe, where peo-
ple fish and make a living.

Water tells us that a river, a lake, an ocean, is a million different stories, a
million connections to people and practices. And as we drink from the river,
as we fish or swim in these lakes, as our bodies absorb that water, we too
become part of that story.

Our bodies are 60% water.
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The Whanganui iwi, guardians of the Whanganui river (the first river to be
recognized as a person in law), say: Ko au te awa, ko te awa ko au—I am the
river and the river is me.

This is knowledge too many of us have forgotten.

And at the heart of this knowledge we have forgotten is the knowledge of the
unique temporalities of water.

Water is both finite and endless. All the water on the planet is all there has
ever been and all there will ever be. As Anishinabe scholar Leanne Betasama-
soke Simpson (2025) writes: “Every drop is all the water that has ever been
on the planet. And all life shares this water.”

There is no new water, there is no waste water, there is only water.

The water we drink, swim in, water crops with or let run down a drain; the
water that feeds a plant, nourishes a family, carries away sewage into oceans;
all this is water that will circulate through other lands, other bodies, other
oceans, other skies.

There is no waste water, there is no new water, there is only water.

And as such, stories of water are always entangled with stories of all life forms
on the planet, in a region, in a watershed.

This unique temporality of water demands a unique form of governance; a
form of governance that is adequate to the entangled stories of water and its
relations; a form of governance adequate to water’s refusal to sit within state
boundaries, within administrative structures, within disciplinary boxes; a
form of governance adequate to water’s role as a source of life.

This is why this book is so important.

Through a meticulous interdisciplinary case study of the contested pasts,
presents and futures of the Mhadei River in Goa, this book adds to the
growing literature on the life and times of water, and gestures towards the
new forms of politics and governance that are required to care for it. It
explores the question of how the Mhadei, at risk of diversion, extraction
and damming, might be understood through the multiple political, cultural,
geological, biological, ecological and historical lenses needed to recognise
the river in all its relations.

The book helps us notice, in a new way, all that it takes to create a river, and
all that a river creates. It enables us to glimpse the near-limitless abundance
of relationships that constitute a river in what Deborah Bird Rose (2012),
drawing on Aboriginal elders’ knowledge, calls “multispecies knots of ethi-
cal time.” From its source in the rain and cloud forests, to its touching of the
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Arabian sea, the co-evolution of different species are held together around
and through the Mhadei river in deep interdependent relationships of gift
and obligation, of exchange and intergenerational responsibility.

The book also shows the huge harms that arise when such interdependen-
cies are ignored, and the current failure of legal and administrative systems
to grapple with and respond to such relationalities.

The project from which this book is drawn is part of a wider programme,
“The Times of a Just Transition,” funded by the British Academy to examine
the intersection between questions of time, sustainability and justice (The
British Academy, n.d.). This programme owes its existence, in large part, to
Peter de Souza’s willingness to enthusiastically support and encourage the
idea at its earliest stages—responding generously to hurried emails sent in
the run-up to urgent funding application deadlines. It is fitting then that Pe-
ter’s project and this book that he has shepherded into existence over the
last three years should demonstrate so clearly the utility and importance of
working with time and justice as twin concerns in environmental and sus-
tainability debates.

At the heart of this account of the life and potential death of the river are
three critical temporal questions:

When does the story of this river begin and when might it end?

What are the rhythms of this river, and with what other rhythms are they
interdependent?

And from both of these—what then do we owe future generations in caring
for this river?

In answering these questions in relation to the Mhadei, the authors invite us
to reimagine this river as a being of multiple temporalities – the geological,
the ecological, the cultural and the political.

They invite us to notice the deep time histories that set a new starting point
for the story of the river and that call us into awe-full respect for its cosmic,
more-than-human significance. They ask us to consider cosmological time,
and geological time, and what it means to encounter not just a “water re-
source” but a river as “mother goddess”—Mhadei.

They invite us to contemplate what it might mean for political and engineer-
ing temporalities to “kill” a river—to bring about its death through diversion
and damming—imagining a human-induced ending to an eternal being.

They invite us to notice the rich, interdependent ecosystems that reframe
the life of a river as the life of a watershed, a life that encompasses both
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ocean creatures and monsoons, both long-tailed bats and pangolins, and
that holds them all in a tidal rhythm, with its necessary flows and falls.

They invite us to encounter the river as a form of life whose rhythms are in-
creasingly disrupted by the rhythms of industrial agriculture and extraction,
by enclosures and infrastructures, with disastrous consequences for people
and ecosystems.

And they invite us to consider the political and cultural responsibilities that
arise when considering a river in its own intergenerational temporal frames,
rather than the short-term time frames of politics.

Temporal justice, as our programme is discovering, is neither simple nor uni-
versal. Working towards temporal justice demands, as I have argued else-
where, an engagement with the multiple, situated temporalities of any given
conflict (Facer 2024). It requires a new form of imagination capable of inter-
rupting dominant temporal assumptions, of tuning in to the many temporal
frames and rhythms of the situation, and of finding new ways of negotiating
between them. This book offers such a rich temporal imagination: challeng-
ing the temporal hegemony of “progress” understood as continued extrac-
tion and expansion of demand and industrial agriculture as well as the tem-
poral dominance of the short-term; tuning readers in to the multi-layered
rhythms of everything from fishermen and casinos to ancient swamps and
flying squirrels; and, perhaps most importantly, beginning to imagine new
governance structures and systems that might enable negotiation between
these rhythms and responsibilities.

This book is, the authors rightly argue, “Goa’s contribution to the global de-
bate on safeguarding rivers and making them sustainable.” It can be read
alongside the wider struggles for water rights and water defence of Indige-
nous writers and scholars around the world, as well as contributing to the
work of a growing body of researchers such as Miriam Jensen, Michelle Bas-
tian, and Scott Bremer, who are beginning to articulate what it might mean
to construct new forms of governance for temporally complex situations. For
those of us working in universities, this work is also an example of the col-
lective, transdisciplinary and multiple ways of knowing that are required to
get to know a river and begin to understand the forms of governance—or in
De Souza’s words, trusteeship—that might be required to steward a river for
future generations.

I have long been grateful to Peter for answering my email three years ago,
which helped the Times of a Just Transition programme come into being. On
reading this book, I am now also grateful for the careful, thoughtful interven-
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tion that this collective endeavour will make in the wider global discussions
on the times, rhythms and futures of our rivers and their living waters.

I sit writing this not far from a struggling river in northern France, a river
dammed and locked throughout its journey to the sea, its waters sluggish
and slow. And as I write, I think also of the struggling rivers of my home
country, England, drowning in fertiliser and waste and starved with over-
extraction. The possibility of life returning to these and other rivers is all the
greater with this inspiration from the river Mhadei, the mother goddess, in
all her rich liveliness, and the invitation that she offers to first dream and
then create multi-actor, multi-discipline, multi-species parliaments of rivers
capable of caring for water and all its relations.

Keri Facer

by the River Vilaine, July 2025
Professor of Educational and Social Futures,
University of Bristol
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