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Abstract 

The relationship between humankind and water has changed. This change is apparent in 

the new geological epoch, the Anthropocene. Humankind has become the most dominant 

geological force, because of our interference with nature and its natural cycles. Dam 

constructions, pipes and pumps; industries have disrupted water (hydrologic) cycles, which 

have created an unbalanced relationship and ignorance towards nature and its resources. 

This unbalance has accelerated more consumption and more control on water, premised by 

human beings with a poor understanding of valuing nature. This statement is discussed 

with the recognised Icelandic artist, Rúrí, in an interview; in addition to her work in 

connection to the Anthropocene’s premises.  

With the great and disruptive changes we are facing in the new geological time on water 

cycles; floods, droughts, extreme climate conditions, water scarcity and pollution. It is now 

humankind’s responsibility to create awareness and react on the matter of water. It is also 

our responsibility as designers to rethink new values and good solutions in the 

Anthropocene, following examples of e.g. the micro water-harvesting collector Warka 

Water. Deep structural changes in our behaviours are needed, but incremental sensitive 

changes in the Earth’s natural cycles might be best in order to create a good Anthropocene 

epoch.  

A mutual symbiosis between humankind and water, which are benefiting both actors are 

possible if humankind is able to change its dualistic paradigm on the world, by seeing the 

Earth environments and the human civilization as a whole.  
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Introduction 

Man always aspires higher but water flows to the lowest point.1 

This thesis is about the relationship between water and humankind in the new geological 

epoch, The Anthropocene. The Anthropocene is the signification of change, totality of 

change, rate of change and the scale of change in Earth’s environments2, changes that 

humankind has forced on nature. The scarcity of water resources has increased and the 

level of water consumption is currently not sustainable in many regions of the world3. 

Climate change further exacerbates this situation4. The increased interference with water 

cycles has changed the relationship between water and humankind, and is now more 

visible than ever before. The Yellow River (Huanghe) in China is a good example on 

catastrophic changes caused by damming control, which have affected the natural flow of 

water and sediments, and resulted in devastating floods and erosions5. Human interference 

did furthermore entail a very high rate of pollution that made the Yellow River’s water 

undrinkable, and has thereby affected the global environment.  

I will cast light upon this subject with perspectives from different fields of science; 

biology, economy, and philosophy theories in the literature review chapters. Furthermore I 

will analyse the literature through different examples on the matter of the relationship 

between water and humans from the art disciplines (design and art). At last I will discuss 

the importance of a needed symbiosis between man and water, together with possible 

solutions on water in the Anthropocene epoch.  

 

                                                
1 Old Chinese saying on man-water relation from the introduction in A History of Water Volume I: Water 
2 Sydny Environment Institute: “Jan Zalasiewicz: The Anthropocene as a potential new unit of the Geological 
Time Scale”, Sydny Environment Institute (2014): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y_FbbXlgkgE. 
(16.10.16) 
3 Luis Veiga da Cunha: The Global Water System in the Anthropocene (2014) Forward p. 6. 
4 Jeremy Davies: The Birth of the Anthropocene (2016) p. 38-40. 
5 Gerry Everding: “Humans have been changing Chinese environment for 3,000 years”, Washington 
University in St. Louis- The Source (2014): https://source.wustl.edu/2014/06/humans-have-been-changing-
chinese-environment-for-3000-years/. (7.12.16) 
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Synopsis 

1.  What is the Anthropocene? What are water cycles? How was the human-water 

relation prior to the Anthropocene? 

2.  How does humankind connect to water? What is the water imagination and how is 

the human relationship with water in the Anthropocene?   

3.  Why is it relevant to draw focus on to the symbiosis between human and nature 

resources? What is the water’s view or voice in the Anthropocene, and can 

humankind acknowledge it?  

 

My motivation 

I am interested in the scarcity of materials that humankind is facing. We have to find new 

ways of interacting with the natural resources, new ways to control and adjust our 

production to where the biological and geological signs are taking us. Our influence on 

Earth has developed in such a big scale since the Industrial Revolution and the nuclear 

invention, to a point that our influence now alters Earth’s ecosystem6. We have 

reconstructed and redesigned the world and its natural processes in the purpose of our 

civilization’s different interests: political, economic and cultural. The cost of this redesign 

is manifested in behaviour- and action change, which I believe is something designers of 

our time must be aware and responsible for. The most important role of designers is to 

think critically and change unsustainable systems, structures and habits. It is the designers’ 

task to change our values and imagination of the nature, in a more meaningful and creative 

way, by looking at the world as one whole connected cycle. 

                                                
6 Jeremy Davies: The Birth of the Anthropocene (2016) p. 10.  
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Literature review  

1.1. Anthropocene epoch  

The map of the world is redrawn in these years; more and more scientists and 

organizations are agreeing that we are in a new geological epoch7. The epoch is called the 

Anthropocene, which comes from the Greek word anthropos (meaning ‘man’ or ‘human’)8 

and is described as the new age of man. 

Over the last centuries, humankind has put processes in motion leading to 

developments for which we no longer have any standards by which to judge them9. 

Humankind has become a geological phenomenon and a natural force! In their article10, 

atmospheric chemist and Nobel Prize-winner, Paul J. Crutzen, and biologist Eugene F. 

Stoermer, were the first in modern history to propose the Anthropocene as the current 

geological epoch. 

The changes in the Earth’s cycles (atmosphere, lithosphere, biosphere and 

hydrosphere) have over a short period of time changed dramatically. There is an on-going 

politically ideological11 debate concerning when the Holocene (geological epoch that 

started 11,700 years ago after the Pleistocene12, the epoch of growth and human species) 

changed into the age of the Anthropocene. Some scientists claim it happened during the 

Industrial Revolution, others after World War II with the first nuclear weapon and the 

‘Great Acceleration’ of production, and thirdly some claim we still have not yet entered the 

new epoch. Others (artists and activists) claims the Anthropocene has developed in such a 

big scale because of the capitalism, the liberalization of economic policies and capitalist 

leaded companies, which have a bigger role and responsibility on the scarcity of the water 

resources than others do13; the Anthropocene is a political statement. Geologists, especially 

the Committee of the International Union of Geological Sciences, are very careful on 

deciding on this matter. Geologists think in terms of large time-scale, and the fact that the 
                                                
7 Damian Carrington: “Vi er indtrådt I en ny geologisk epoke: Antropocæntiden”, Information (2016): 
https://www.information.dk/udland/2016/09/indtraadt-ny-geologisk-epoke-antropocaentiden. (1.10.16) 
8 Jeremy Davies: The Birth of the Anthropocene (2016) Introduction p. 6. 
9 Katrin Klingan and more: Textures of the Anthropocene: Grain Vapour Ray Manual (2016) Preface p. 3. 
10 Paul J. Crutzen & Eugene F. Stoermer: “The “Anthropocene””, Global Change News Letter no. 41. (May 
2000). 
11 Danmarsks Radio: ”Natursyn - Naturens sidste dage”, Danmarks Radio (2014): 
http://www.dr.dk/radio/ondemand/p1/natursyn-57#!/. (30.11.16) 
12 Jeremy Davies: The Birth of the Anthropocene (2016) p. 5. 
13 Jeremy Davies: The Birth of the Anthropocene (2016) p. 196. 
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sea level has raised 30 cm the last century, is in their eyes not any great change in terms of 

Earth history, this is something Professor of Palaeobiology, Jan Zalasiewicz, at Leicester 

University is trying to change in the societies of geologists14. It is therefore important to 

discuss data and changes around the Anthropocene to be able to change behaviour of 

humanity.  

The identifying factors in the Anthropocene epoch are the significant increase of 

the pollution of land, water and atmosphere with CO2 emissions, increased production, 

mining, consumption, population growth, concentration on population centres, the 

abundance of cheap energy, chemical strata and nuclear tests which have increased since 

the WWII15.    

The statements; “Humans as a natural force” and “Nature is dead”16 leads to the 

idea that nature is made by humans; thereby has the understanding of the world changed 

from dualism (culture/nature) to a more or less abstract understanding of the connections 

within the Earth’s environment. Several new Anthropocene projects17 claim that 

culture/nature and subject/object can no longer be divided. The human body is 

approximately 70% water and access to water is considered to be one of the basic needs 

and rights for humans18, our lives depend on this valuable recourse.  

The Anthropocene is not only a new geological epoch, it is also a tipping point in 

what we can do and know about the Earth’s endurance. Limited resources, urbanization, 

climate change, soil erosion, pollution and extinction of species and biodiversity mean that 

humankind has to change its behaviour. The Anthropocene is therefore also about 

humankind’s values and ethics to the Earth’s environment, a responsibility to come up with 

a solution to deal with water problems that follows in the Anthropocene19. I will discuss 

water value and water as a non-human more carefully in the later chapters. 

                                                
14 Stanley C. Finnery and more: ““The Anthropocene” epoch: Scientific decisison or political statement?” 
The Geological Society of America (working group) GSA Today Article, pp.4-10 (2016): 
http://www.geosociety.org/gsatoday/archive/26/3/article/i1052-5173-26-3-4.htm. (7.12.16) 
15 Sydney Environment Institute: “Jan Zalasiewicz: The Anthropocene as a potential new unit of the 
Geological Time Scale” Sydney Environment Institute (2014): 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y_FbbXlgkgE. (16.10.16) 
16 Danmarsks Radio:  ”Natursyn - Naturens sidste dage” Danmarks Radio (2014): 
http://www.dr.dk/radio/ondemand/p1/natursyn-57#!/. (30.11.16) 
17 Katrin Klingan and more: Textures of the Anthropocene: Grain Vapour Ray Manual (2016) Preface p. 3. 
18 E.W. Bob Boulware: Alternative Water Sources and Wastewater Management (2013) p. 1. 
19 Simon Meish: ”The Need for a Value-Reflexive Governance of Water in the Anthropocene” in The Global 
Water System in the Anthropocene (2014) p. 429. 
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1.2. Earth’s water cycle and water resources  

The impact that humankind has on water is far more destructive than on land. This 

statement is based on the damage of the trawling-industry that pulverizes the seabed and 

has destroyed about 90% of all marine species that live on the continental shelves20. The 

marine species are an important factor for the rest of Earth’s ecosystems and human beings 

existents. Furthermore, approximately 1 out of 6 people lack access to adequate water 

supply21.  

Humankind has particularly had an influence on the water resources, the water 

cycles, ranging from ocean circulation, to river hydrology, to coastal zones, and to local 

and global projects (dams, pips, pumps and channels)22. The scale of the interference has 

caused greater amounts of rainfall, pollution, less ground water and ice melting at the 

poles, more extreme weather events (very high or very low stream flows are becoming 

more common)23, droughts and floods are pressure points to water scarcity and 

environmental damage24, especially in the developing countries25, where the quality of the 

soil, plants- and animal species, are in great danger of extinction. Human disruptions on 

water cycles are having a significant damaging impact on water! Has the natural water 

cycle changed into an anthropogenic hydrologic cycle26? 

To dig deeper into how and what water is in the Anthropocene, we have to 

understand how water cycles works. Water has the key role for the basic chemical 

processes of life, which makes the earth habitable. While the Earth’s water is 97% ocean, 

freshwater volume represents only 3% of Earth's total water volume, of which only ¼ are 

available and found as groundwater and in springs27, which has been through the water 

cycle; the processes of evaporation, condensation, precipitation, infiltration and surface 

runoff, a process that is connected to the rest of the Earth ecosystems and resources. 
                                                
20 Jeremy Davis: The Birth of the Anthropocene (2016) p. 32. 
21 E.W. Bob Boulware: Alternative Water Sources and Wastewater Management (2013) p. 1. 
22 Simon Meish: ”The Need for a Value-Reflexive Governance of Water in the Anthropocene” in The Global 
Water System in the Anthropocene (2014) p. 428. 
23 CompassLive: “Managing Forests for Water: Challenges in the Anthropocene”, CompassLive (reseach 
station) (2016): http://www.srs.fs.usda.gov/compass/2016/09/15/managing-forests-for-water-challenges-in-
the-anthropocene/. (16.10.16) 
24 R. J. Harding and more: “Data, Models and Uncertainties in the Global Water Cycle” in The Global Water 
System in the Anthropocene (2014) p. 60.  
25 Curtis Brainard: “Rainfall, Droughts, and Floods”, Earth Journalism Network (news network) (2016): 
http://earthjournalism.net/resources/rainfall-droughts-and-floods. (3.11.16) 
26 United Nations Environment Programme: ”The Hydrogic Cycle: How Water Moves Around the World”, 
United Nations Environment Programme: 
http://www.unep.or.jp/ietc/publications/short_series/lakereservoirs-2/2.ASP (11.12.16) 
27 Jørn Madsen: “vand”, Encyclopædi, Den Store Danske (online encyclopia) (2015): 
http://denstoredanske.dk/It,_teknik_og_naturvidenskab/Kemi/Uorganisk_stofkemi/vand. (16.10.16) 
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Figure 1: Illustration from Warka Water on water cycles on Earth.  

 

The water changes into different phases in the cycle: liquid, solid (ice) and vapour28, 

because of an exchange of energy through heat (temperature shift) and gravity. Human 

disruption with water cycles shows both in forms of climate change and in complex 

structures. Figure 2 below shows the complexity water have to go through, under human 

control in different areas. The figure shows a linear development, which gives us an 

understanding of how valuable and sensitive the water is and unfortunately also how little 

water that is recycled after use.  

 

Figure 2: The services provided by surface and groundwater (from Journal of Environmental Management)29  

 

Water is crucial to most of the services that our aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems provide: 

agricultural production, carbon- and other biogeochemical cycles, biodiversity, energy 

                                                
28 United Nations Environment Programme: “The Hydrologic Cycle: How Water Moves Around the World”, 
United Nations Environment Programme: 
http://www.unep.or.jp/ietc/publications/short_series/lakereservoirs-2/2.ASP. (11.12.16) 
29 Elizabeth Curmi and more: “Balancing the Needs of All Services Provided by Global Water Resources” in 
The Global Water System in the Anthropocene (2014) p. 6. 
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generation, industrial production and human health30. The water scarcity is a extremely 

urgent problem, not only for the developing countries with its inadequate sanitation, where 

humans right to water is a major task in itself31, but also for the industrialized world, where 

water has so far been in abundance and accessible. The water resources cannot keep up 

with a growing population and production32, which I will comment more on in the 

methodology and findings chapters.  

 

1.3. History review on the water-humankind relationship  

Human attempts to tame water meet resistance in the power of water itself.33 

The history of civilizations water control is very varied in its technical complexity, its 

political and economic intentions, and its ecological and social impacts34. 

From the first civilisations, humankind has tried to control water to be able to settle and 

develop agriculture, growth, and wealth. The first civilisations in Libya, the Roman Empire 

and Ancient Greece built tunnels and aqueducts to move water to their metropolises35 and 

in Ancient India step wells in order to collect rainwater - all impressive monuments.  
 

 
Figure 3: One of the oldest and deepest step wells, Chand Baori, in Rajastan. Photo: National Geographic.  
                                                
30 R. J. Harding and more: “Data, Models and Uncertainties in the Global Water Cycle” in The Global Water 
System in the Anthropocene (2014) p. 46. 
31 Simon Meish: ”The Need for a Value-Reflexive Governance of Water in the Anthropocene” in The Global 
Water System in the Anthropocene (2014) p. 428. 
32 E.W. Bob Boulware: Alternative Water Sources and Wastewater Management (2013) p. 10. 
33 Richard D. G. Irvine: ”East Anglian Fenland” in Waterworlds (2015) p. 35. 
34 Terje Tvedt: A History of Water Volume I: Water Control and River Biographies (2006) Introduction. 
35 Water Service Solutions: “Water: Shaping Human Civilization Since The Beginning of Time”, Water 
Service Solutions (2012): https://waterservicesolutions.wordpress.com/2012/10/30/water-shaping-human-
civilization-since-the-beginning-of-time/. (3.11.16) 
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Humans have always had the need to be able to control water in massive scale and 

with multiple uses, in order to expand civilizations; water for transport, electricity, energy, 

chemistry and industrial production, for leisure and ornament, for health and cleaning36. 

More and bigger dams, reservoirs and canals have interfered with the natural water cycle; 

and thereby changed, accelerated and damaged the natural resources and climate37 into an 

anthropogenic world. Romans built drainage and channels in the fens38 and transformed 

the wetlands into arable areas, which we still do today in Iceland. This manipulation of the 

water cycle has destructive consequences39, which will increase evaporation and more 

water vapour in the atmosphere and result in more extreme weather conditions40.  

 

 
Figure 4: Damming and reconstruct a river in Highlands of Iceland. Photo: Gudrun E. Havsteen-Mikkelsen 

(spring 2016). 

 

China has now build more than 22,00041 dam constructions to be able to get renewable 

energy in the form of hydropower. These dams’ constructions has already had a huge 

                                                
36 Terje Tvedt: A History of Water Volume I: Water Control and River Biographies (2006) Introduction. 
37 Olof Alexandersson: Living Water – Viktor Schauberger and the Secrets of Natural Energy (1976) p. 11. 
38 Richard D.G. Irvine: ”East Anglian Fenland” in Waterworlds (2015) p. 24. 
39 Lowana Veal: ”Icelandic Wetlands Saved”, Saving Iceland (2005): 
http://www.savingiceland.org/2005/03/icelandic-wetlands-saved/. (3.11.16) 
40 R. J. Harding and more: “Data, Models and Uncertainties in the Global Water Cycle” in The Global Water 
System in the Anthropocene (2014) p. 46. 
41 Terje Tvedt: A History of Water Volume I: Water Control and River Biographies (2006) p. 120. 
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influence on the neighbour countries’ water resources42 and business-as-usual continues; 

the developing countries are suffering and will be suffering even more on the water 

stress43, with heavy droughts or severe floods. 

These facts leads to geopolitical subjects as water wars and water conflicts, which I 

will not focus on in this thesis, but I will establish and discuss the fact; that humankind’s 

ambitions on water control, anthropocentric processes, have never been bigger than they 

are now44, and that changes in these processes are necessary!  

 

1.4. Imagine water 

Water was not merely H2O, but a living organism with its own laws commanding respect 

from mankind, if the consequences were not to be fatal.45 

By this quote, from an Austrian naturalist and inventor, Schauberger (who developed his 

own ideas based on what he observed in nature, and regarded water as a sacred organism), 

do we understand that water sustains much more than a biological and geological meaning. 

Water is a transporter of life, sensory experience, culture and imagination – it is material 

imagination46. Depending on the culture water has different images and statuses, but 

generally does it connect to an attraction and gravidity in all human beings. In Greek 

mythology water is associated with love, beauty and fertility, because of Aphrodite was 

born from the foam of the sea. The Fountain of Youth is an again example on water as 

something life giving, it is a known phenomenon recounted across the world for thousands 

of years. The myth is about the water of life; it is the water from Paradise (Heaven or 

Yggdrasil), which gives you wisdom, eternal life, youth, and purity47. Other mythical 

traditions provide the water as a balm for death, rivers to the Underworld and afterlife48, 

and a “hero of the sea was a hero of death”49. Depending on myths narratives and cultural 

traditions has water many different symbolic meanings either presented as something 

good/giving or bad/dangerous.  

                                                
42 Martin Gøttske: ”Kinas dæmninger gør nabolandende nervøse”, Information (2014): 
https://www.information.dk/udland/2014/07/kinas-daemninger-goer-nabolande-nervoese. (3.11.16) 
43 Brian Merchant: “The Nations That Will Be Hardest Hit by Water Shortages by 2040”, Motherboard 
(2015): http://motherboard.vice.com/read/the-nations-that-will-be-hardest-hit-by-water-shortages-by-2040. 
(4.11.16) 
44 Terje Tvedt: A History of Water Volume I: Water Control and River Biographies (2006) Introduction. 
45 Olof Alxandersson: Living Water – Viktor Schauberger and the Secrets of Natural Energy (1976) p. 39. 
46 Gaston Bachelard: Water and Dreams (1942) p. 1. 
47 James Salzman: Drinking Water (2012) p. 28-31. 
48 James Salzman: Drinking Water (2012) p. 34. 
49 Gaston Bachelard: Water and Dreams (1942) p. 74. 
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Figure 5: The Fountain of Youth, painted by Lucas Cranach the Elder in 1546, Germany50. 

 

These myths have religious overtones, but never the less it is still an essential 

relevance; never before in human history have so many millions of people received holy 

water51, either through drinking or bathing. And we could therefore ask our self where the 

holiness and the valuing in our behaviour towards water today are present. Where are the 

myths, the awareness, that are telling the story of water as substance of life and death?  

In some cultures water is connected or associated with time, as time is the flow in 

water52, and time in a naturally- and a socially context53. It would be interesting to discuss 

further in a complementary essay; water in the matter of time, partly of the slow process 

water experience in its natural cycles, and partly in terms of geological time, the 

Anthropocene, in relation to humankinds imagination and comprehension of time.  

The relationship between water and humankind could be told as a misunderstood 

love affair without any end. Between these two actors are there the need, an excitement 

and caring, but also fear and a struggle for power, control and freedom. I claim that the 

relationship between water and humans has changed in a more extreme way in form of 

man-made constructions and climate changes. Within the Anthropocene epoch through 

self-critic we need to change how our interference with nature has developed. We must 
                                                
50 Wikipedia, Fountain of Youth: “Fountain of Youth”, Wikipedia, Fountain of Youth (2016): 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fountain_of_Youth. (13.11.16) 
51 Terje Tvedt: A History of Water Volume I: Water Control and River Biographies (2006) Introduction. 
52 Mattias Borg Rasmussen: ”Deep Time and Shallow Waters” in Waterworlds (2015) p. 207. 
53 Geoffrey C. Bowker: ”The Seeds of Synchronicity” in Grain (2016) p. 107. 
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learn from Narcissus lesson in Ovid’s myth, by not falling in love with our own reflection, 

to look beyond our own narcissism54, benefits and “wellbeing”. This is a part of a possible 

solution on the damaging relationship between humankind and water, which I will discuss 

later on in the essay. 
 

 
Figure 6: Narcissus (son of the river god Cephissus and river nymph Liriope) by Caravaggio (Italy, 1597).   

 

 

                                                
54 Gaston Bachelard: Water and Dreams (1942) Forward p. ix. 
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Methodology 

In this chapter I will analyse and reflect on the knowledge I have gained by reviewing 

different literature and explain the method I have used to investigate and discuss the 

essay’s subject in the findings.  

 

2.1. Water value within a new paradigm  

You only know the value of water when the well runs dry.55 

Water is the life support of humans and ecosystems, as well as being an essential 

ingredient of economic and social development processes56. It is therefore relevant to 

discuss its value, and for whom water is valuable. Value is an indication of how something 

is assessed qualitatively or quantitatively, and it is a term for what should be retained or 

realized. I will focus on the values in the context of human ethics, and not discuss the 

economic aspect of water management, but still implement quantitative facts about water 

in the Anthropocene (and water management) as a part of my research.  

Water ethics deals with human actions and social institutions that affects water, in 

particular around the existing water practices, which tries to find solutions that conform to 

the normative right or the evaluative good57. When humankind is described as a geological 

force on Earth, could we discuss for whom we have done the normative right and the 

evaluative good? Is it for humankind, nature (water) or industries (capitalism)? That leads 

to another discussion; what is right and good for humankind? And how should we look at 

the new epoch in this context in order to create a good Anthropocene? Should we at all 

focus on human beings as the most significant entity of the world (anthropocentrism) or 

should we see us as a part of nature – a nature as a whole?  

As described in the literature review: Agriculture and industry are the biggest 

consumers of freshwater. E. F. Schumacher (1911-1977), who was an internationally 

influential economic thinker born in Germany, who had alternative ideas about economy 

                                                
55 Quote by Benjamin Franklin in Boulware’s Alternative Water Sources and Wastewater Management 
(2013) p. 5.  
56 Luis Veiga da Cunha: The Global Water System in the Anthropocene (2014) Introduction. 
57 Simon Meish: “The Need for a Value-Reflexive Governance of Water in the Anthropocene” in The Global 
Water System in the Anthropocene (2014) p. 429. 
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and ecology, which were very different from the dominant modern materialism, discusses 

the problem of production in 1973: We are not in the least concerned with conservation; 

we are maximizing, instead of minimizing the current rates of use, and, far from being 

interested in studying the possibilities of alternative methods of production and patterns of 

living […] we happily talk of unlimited progress along the beaten track, of “education for 

leisure in the rich countries, and of the “transfer of technology” to the poor countries58. 

He stresses the problem of production and consumption of natural resources, and claims 

that we are not treating humans (or nature) with a “human-friendly face”. His 

understanding of natural resources and production is very relevant in the Anthropocene, 

where we have to rethink how we consume and disrupt with water and its cycles.   

Since behavioural principles are culturally constructed59, they are also connected to 

specific locations. The water scarcity is more visible in West Africa than in Iceland, which 

is one of the most water-rich countries in the world. Almost more than 50% of the African 

continent plus more than 50% of India and China do not have access to water sanitation, 

compared with North America and Europe, where less than 5% of the population60 were 

suffering from water scarcity (2004). The societies in North America and Europe did 

therefore not see the need of changing their actions on fresh water or changing western 

industries in water scarcity areas in Africa and Asia, which are both damaging human 

beings and waters!  

Science characterises the Anthropocene as a meta-ethical objective, “thick moral 

concepts”, which cannot be deduced as normative facts61. Political action does not react on 

meta-ethical values or epistemic-moral hybrids62. The problem lays therefore not only in 

acknowledging the challenges of water scarcity and water cycles in the Anthropocene, but 

also the need to change our values and ambitions from ignorance to respect towards nature 

and the water ecosystems63. We must understand that the concept of the Anthropocene 

must not lead to the idea of anthropocentrism. Biologist and journalist, Christian 

Schwägerl, discusses this matter in many different articles and projects64 dealing with the 

                                                
58 E.F. Schumacher: Small is Beautiful (1973) p. 16. 
59 Terje Tvedt: A History of Water Volume I: Water Control and River Biographies (2006) Introduction. 
60 E.W. Bob Boulware: Alternative Water Sources and Wastewater Management (2013) p. 2. 
61 Simon Meish: ”The Need for a Value-Reflexive Governance of Water in the Anthropocene” in The Global 
Water System in the Anthropocene (2014) p. 428. 
62 Simon Meish: ”The Need for a Value-Reflexive Governance of Water in the Anthropocene” in The Global 
Water System in the Anthropocene (2014) p. 428. 
63 Cecilie Rubow: ”Respect and Passion in a Lagoon in the South Pacific” in Waterworlds (2015) p. 97. 
64 Zooetics: “Anthropocene/Interspecies” Zooetics (2014): http://www.zooetics.net/lectures/. (13.11.16) 
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Anthropocene, where humans are a part of the existing nature, and nature is not something 

outside the human world65. The dominating dualistic worldview presented by Descartes66 

has blinded our thinking by separating industry against nature or environmentalism against 

industrialization. Humans have changed their nature into another geological epoch, where 

the awareness of the future is something we have spread, caused and had become our self, 

and therefore created our own “nature”. Deciding values in the Anthropocene must 

therefore not be thought in the terms of a dualistic points of view, but as a reflected whole! 

This premise is also discussed by the Japanese architect, Kisho Kurokawa, whom 

writes in this book, Each One a Hero (1996) about the philosophy of symbiosis; […] we 

should see in this the birth of a new value system or the age of life, which regards the 

survival of a wider variety of life forms as a richer kind of existence67. Kurokawa thinks in 

terms of looking at nature, human relations, industry, economy and technology etc. as a 

whole, in able to create a good future or the good Anthropocene. We need to think and 

reflect variety, ethically and in harmony. I believe through awareness and value dialogue in 

different disciplines and areas that the water cycle and water policies in all societies will be 

in focus, when we think in terms of infrastructure, technology, political interests68. 

A diplomatic suggestion on water and imagining its values must be; seeing water 

and human as a whole in the same world. As described in Water Worlds - Anthropology in 

Fluid Environments, water is a non-human and vital69 because of its intelligence and its 

ability to feel, remember, act and react70. Humans must therefore not consume water 

endlessly and intimidate its cycles, but instead value it by copying its natural processes and 

cycles.  

 

2.2. Water in the Anthropocene epoch 

To continue the premise from the last chapter will the future climate conditions 

force societies to adapt a new reality, and they will undergo deep structural changes due to 

the combined impact of historical processes and the fundamental social importance and 

                                                
65 Cecilie Rubow: “Respect and Passion in a Lagoon in the South Pacific” in Waterworlds (2015) p. 101. 
66 Heremy Butman: “Against ‘Sustainability”, The New York Times (2016): 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/08/opinion/against-sustainability.html. (12.11.16) 
67 Kurikawa, Kisho: Each One a Hero (1996) p. 67-68.  
68 Terje Tvedt: A History of Water Volume I: Water Control and River Biographies (2006) Introduction. 
69 Astrid B. Stensrud: ”Raining in the Andes” in Waterworlds (2015) p. 76. 
70 Astrid B. Stensrud: ”Raining in the Andes” in Waterworlds (2015) p. 86. 
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physical character of water71, that is the significant in the new epoch, which humankinds 

have to be aware of. Depending on the environment and the design solutions could small 

adjustments in our behaviour and principles be a good way in the right direction towards a 

good Anthropocene, which I will present in the findings: Water control / micro harvesting.     

Figure 7 shows the water scarcity in 2025 and visualizes an understanding of 

valuing water in highly vulnerable and fragile countries to avoid water wars and even more 

damage on water cycles, earth’s environment and humans (climate refugees have 

increased, because of the droughts and the floods and the diseases that follows these 

developments). The inhabitants in Asia and Africa as mentioned before are the most 

vulnerable areas in relation to water scarcity. Just in 2009 were 36 million people displaced 

by natural disasters, says The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 

which is higher than political refugees fleeing from wars and other conflicts72.  

 

 

Figure 7: Water stress: 1.2 billion people are without access to safe drinking water, and half of the world’s 

population lacks adequate water purification systems73. 

 

                                                
71 Terje Tvedt: A History of Water Volume I: Water Control and River Biographies (2006) Introduction xii. 
72 National Geographic Society: “Climate Refugee”, National Geographic Society (2011): 
http://nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/climate-refugee/. (12.11.16) 
73 E.W. Bob Boulware: Alternative Water Sources and Wastewater Management (2013) p. 2. 
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This is a matter on avoiding water wars in the future, by making choices that are 

respecting the Earths cycles, its capacity and a growing population in urbanized and rural 

societies; a matter on qualitative values, which should be realized and affect positively on 

the quantitative. Furthermore is it about acknowledging the new meaning of water in the 

Anthropocene from the old romantic understanding of nature as a utopia to a more 

unpredictable, valuable and fragile in order to develop a good Anthropocene, by uniting 

humans and water into one symbiosis, uniting anthropogenic and natural cycles, which I 

will process in the findings.  

 

2.3. Method of research  

Water touches many different disciplines, fields and cases. The need to focus on one 

element within the water world has been necessary, in order to cover and discuss the filed 

in a structured and simplified manner. I choose to focus on the water cycles (hydrologic 

cycles) because it deals with how water works in relation to the Earth’s environment, 

including humankind’s intimidated relation to water.   

The resources I have used in this essay are therefore also trying to cover this issue; 

water in a cycles in relation to human actions. Some chosen resources are critical on 

human disruption others are speculating on nature in the Anthropocene, both points written 

and described in different disciplines. I have used the comparative method to connect and 

discuss the different views on waters value, humankind’s relationship towards water, and 

thereby also the changes humanity have caused on water cycles.  

Furthermore is there in the attached appendix an interview with the Icelandic artist, 

Rúrí, on the matter of nature and water in the Anthropocene. The interview is a method to 

gather soft information and data from, through questions and dialog, and it is normally 

used for qualitative research. The semi-structured interview I did with Rúrí was influenced 

by free-speak from the key questions (see appendix), which where very useful for me in 

order to interpretation and create new ideas. The method can be a disadvantage in terms of 

the process of interpretation, but is very helpful to get a deep and nuanced understanding of 

a subject, compared to the quantitative method. It was my intention to get an interview 

with PhD, Colin Hoag, department of Bioscience at Aarhus University in order to get a 

technical view on the matter of water in the Anthropocene, which I intent to follow up.  
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Findings 

In the findings I would like to discuss the failures and the successes of the relationship 

between human and water in the Anthropocene. I have chosen two case studies; the first is 

a discussion on Rúrí’s art and her understanding of water, the second is a representation on 

alternative water control, Warka Water, which does not damage nature in the 

Anthropocene.  

 

3.1. Water view: case studies 

3.1.1. Rúrí’s work and reflections in an interview  

Rúrí is an Icelandic contemporary artist born in 1951, who has been an active artist since 

the 1970’s that includes more than four hundred performances, happenings, drawings, 

sculptures, photographs and videos in conceptual forms. Rúrí’s work is described as 

something that matters to every human being because she raises question concerning the 

environment, time and coexistence74. Her works revolve around essential philosophical 

issues, as the relation between human and nature, which is the main subject in my 

interview. I am convinced that her work is very relevant when we discuss the issue of 

water in the Anthropocene, because her works communicates fragile and unstable 

local/global systems regarding water and the cosmos. Her work has the quality to make the 

audience reflect and react on our behaviour and values towards nature and human 

structured systems: …immediately we forget about balance and harmony in nature, we are 

approaching danger.75  

Archive - Endangered Waters (which were representing Iceland in 50th Venice 

Biennale, 2003) made a great imprint on me and my relation and understanding of nature. 

Nature is not an indestructible phenomenon, but it is very much influenced by human 

interaction.  

                                                
74 Christian Schoen: Rúrí (2011) Preface p. 6. 
75 Rúrí: interview by Gudrun Eriksen Havsteen-Mikkelsen (14.11.16). See appendix. 
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Figure 8: Archive - Endangered Waters (Italy, 2003). Photo: Rúrí.  

 

Archive - Endangered Waters is an interactive installation, with 52 Icelandic waterfalls in 

photographs and soundscapes of waterfalls connected with her research; since 2003 almost 

half of the waterfalls have been damaged or do not exist anymore, because of massive 

damming project in the highlands of Iceland (see figure 4), which have been made in order 

to create energy to power plants to feed the aluminium industry76, an issue which is also 

reflected in the interview: I take it as a local sample of the global […] it would have been 

very easy to point the fingers at the Chinese[…] I felt I would be very dishonest if I would 

have done that, when Iceland was doing at Kárahnjúkar, so I choose to work with my own 

background, and pointing fingers at someone else.77  

Archive - Endangered Waters, has a similar point of view as the good Antropocene; 

to be aware on how humankind is changing the water cycles, not only in a global scale, but 

also to see the direct changes in the local surroundings, which are closest to us. It is in the 

local environment where we are able to feel, see and understand the value of water cycles, 

and what impact we have on water control/management. 

 

                                                
76 Hatje Cantz: “The Artist” Rúrí (2011): http://ruri.is/2011/09/29/archive/. (13.11.16) 
77 Rúrí: interview by Gudrun Eriksen Havsteen-Mikkelsen (14.11.16). See appendix. 
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Figure 9: Rúrí recording waterfalls sound, Archive - Endangered Waters (Iceland, 2003). Photo: Rúrí. 

 

In the literature review I described the relationship between water and humankind 

as a misunderstood love affair. I asked Rúrí about how she sees the relationship between 

water and humans, is it a love affair? No, I would not say that. I would say most western 

humans look at the water as something that can be consumed.78  The relationship between 

water and humans is unbalanced because human disruption has changed the water cycles in 

so extreme ways, so that the relation is damaging both partners. Still I would claim that a 

symbiosis is possible; it depends on how we define nature, which is exactly what the 

Anthropocene is challenging. Our understanding of nature is dominated by dualism, 

incompatible principles, as described in the literature review, and it is up to humankind to 

decide which values we want to be retained or realized. To change our values in this 

dualistic paradigm and our idealized vision of nature (man’s victory of nature79), we have 

to look at the world as a whole, which is something Rúrí deals with in her works.  

Furthermore we talked about the matter of nature and water in the Anthropocene, 

and human ability to change nature: I have heard rumours that people are saying, “the city 

is my nature”, but that is a very big misunderstanding, and because cities are man-made 

they are not nature made […] We have lost the obvious links in the cities. And I think it 

effects on how people think on waters qualities. And it is distance human beings from 
                                                
78 Rúrí: interview by Gudrun Eriksen Havsteen-Mikkelsen (14.11.16). See appendix. 
79 Kisho Kurokawa: Each One a Hero (1997) p. 236. 
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nature.80 You could question if Rúrí has accepted a new epoch with its paradigm because 

she, in this argument, is still seeing the world in a dualistic paradigm, where nature and 

man-made are opposites. Still, Rúrí shares Kurokawa’s understanding of human life and 

nature, which argues that humans are kept alive by other life forms and by nature itself81, 

as a symbiosis, where we should avoid conquer or distance ourselves from nature, but 

rather live in accordance with its rules82. 

 Rúrí’s works are raising the voice on an urgent problem, and I interviewed her on 

the matter of the waters voice: I think everything living has a voice and I think nature is 

living. But we do not necessarily understand that voice […] Because we believe that our 

language is the only language, and we don’t respect other languages.83  In this argument 

Rúrí is giving the water a voice, which is a very relevant for humanity in the 

Anthropocene, where anthropocentrism has the tendency to blind humans understanding of 

the world as a whole in a global context. Rúrí’s works are visualizing this blindness and 

lack of respect on the issue of water in the Anthropocene.  

 

 

Figure 10: Vocal-VI by Rúrí (Austria, 2012) Photo: Marc Müehlberger. 

 

                                                
80 Rúrí: interview by Gudrun Eriksen Havsteen-Mikkelsen (14.11.16). See appendix. 
81 Kisho Kurokawa: Each One a Hero (1997) p. 64. 
82 Kisho Kurokawa: Each One a Hero (1997) p. 233. 
83 Rúrí: interview by Gudrun Eriksen Havsteen-Mikkelsen (14.11.16). See appendix.  
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3.1.2. Water control / micro harvesting 

The second case study is an alternative way on water control, by harvesting water on a 

micro scale from the lower atmosphere via condensation in the form of rain, fog and dew. 

The design solution I will discuss is called Warka Water (WW), and is described as an 

environmentally, socially and financially sustainable solution to potable water,84 designed 

by the Italian architect/designer Arturo Vittori, who was inspired by the natural 

environment and the craft culture in the village Dorze, South East region of Ethiopia.  

 

Figure 11: Technical drawing of the Warka Water designed by Arturo Vittori. 

 

Micro harvesting is an ancient practice. The technique to harvest freshwater from 

saltwater in nets is neither a new invention; in Chile and Peru, big squared nets are 

tightened up to collect the condensation water from the Pacific Ocean85, the shape is 

simple but not as impressive in the terms construction and social connections as the WW.  

 

                                                
84 Warka Water: “Warka Water – Every drop counts”, Warka Water (2016): http://www.warkawater.org/. 
(28.11.16) 
85 Renee Cho: “The Fog Collectors: Harvesting Water From Thin Air”, State of the Planet - Earth Institute 
(2011): http://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/2011/03/07/the-fog-collectors-harvesting-water-from-thin-air/. 
(28.11.16) 
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Figure 12: Harvesting water in Chile. Photo: MIT Mechanical Engineering (2014)86 

 

The WW is very light in comparison to its height. It is constructed through software 

technology as a stable parametric shape, which collects water through gravity, 

condensation and evaporation87. The technique and construction system is based on the 

Namibian beetle’s shell, lotus flowers leaves, spider web threads and the integrated fog 

collection system in a cactus88. They all have the quality to develop a micro and nanoscale 

structural features on their surfaces that makes them able to collect water from the air and 

survive droughts. This is a clear translation from the surrounded environment to the final 

design solution. Apart from the materials polyester robes and metal pins, the WW is built 

with local and biodegradable materials such as bamboo, fibres ropes and bio-plastic89.  The 

texture surface (material of the net and its structure) is based on a research by 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology that researched ways to collect as much water as 

possible from the atmosphere90.  

The temperature in the Anthropocene will increase, which will result in an energy 

exchange in the water through evaporation from soil, plants and oceans91. The atmosphere 

                                                
86 Mark Prigg: ”The ’magic mech’ that can make water out of thin air: Researchers reveal system to harvest 
morning fog for drinking and farming”, Mail Online – Science & Tech (2014): 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-2630864/The-fence-make-water-air-Researchers-reveal-
harvest-morning-fog-drinking-farming.html. (11.12.16) 
87 Warka Water: “Design”, Warka Water (2016): http://www.warkawater.org/design. (28.11.16) 
88 Warka Water: “Design”, Warka Water (2016): http://www.warkawater.org/design. (28.11.16) 
89 Warka Water: “Design”, Warka Water (2016): http://www.warkawater.org/design. (30.11.16) 
90 E.W. Bob Boulware: Alternative Water Sources and Wastewater Management (2013) p. 46. 
91 Ellen Gray:”Statllites track Earth’s water movements to help complete climate picture”, NASA’s Earth 
Sceince News Team (2015): http://climate.nasa.gov/news/2307/satellites-track-earths-water-movements-to-
help-complete-climate-picture/. (11.12.16) 
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will therefore become more vapour and cause more rain, fog and snow. In that perspective 

the micro harvesting and micro-dams have increased in popularity in the developing 

countries the last few years in response to climate change92, water scarcity and changes in 

water cycles. Micro harvesting and the WW are an excellent example of creating a true, 

sustainable and sensitive relationship between water and humankind. Firstly, does the 

construction and the building method not require machinery, but simple low-tech tools 

which make the local community capable to build the WW themselves. That liberates the 

local people from big industries, organisations and governments, and educates people on 

the water cycles, which Rúrí also points out in the interview. Secondly micro harvesting is 

a beautiful action to respect nature and water as a valuable source. The WW can collect up 

to 100 litres of cooled water every day, depending on the height on the structure and the 

moisture in the atmosphere, without the reservoir and the cycle are running dry93.  

 

 

Figure 13: Vittori installed his first pilot tower in Dorze, Ethiopia, in 2015. Photo: Warka Waters  

 

The WW is already giving access to water in many local societies in Ethiopia, both 

for agriculture and for maintenance of life. My understanding of a good Anthropocene in 

the disciplines of design and art is to create solutions and ethics, that respect nature and 
                                                
92 Astrid B. Stensrud: ”Raining in the Andes” in Waterworlds (2015) p. 88. 
93 Ben Hobson: “Arturo Vittori’s Warka Water towers harvest clean drinking water from the air”, Dezeen 
(2016): https://www.dezeen.com/2016/11/10/video-interview-arturo-vittori-warka-water-tower-ethiopia-
sustainable-clean-drinking-water-movie/. (28.11.16) 
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water cycles, by copying its qualities, including it and allowing it in human environments. 

Thirdly the WW creates a fine ritual between human beings and water in the act and poetry 

of harvesting, and creates a social space for a community to maintain and give life. 

Thereby the name comes from the Warka Tree, which is a very important part of the local 

culture and ecosystem94.  

Even though the WW does not solve all the water problems globally and in the 

developing countries, and though micro-harvesting operations are not for free, is it a very 

relevant factor in our understanding of redesigning our values and relationship towards 

nature in the Anthropocene, because it is able to create a simulacrum for nature in the form 

of an abstraction by copying nature’s qualities and characteristics (for instance the 

Namibian beetle’s shell) in contrast to big damaging man-made constructions, which has a 

inhuman face towards water cycles and humans. The WW is a beautiful way to understand 

the symbiosis between human and water in the essence of its size and harvesting technique.   

We could tell the story of the WW in relation to the Robin Hood mentality, where 

you take from the rich and give to the poor, and create this relation where humans can live 

in harmony with nature. A mentality many in the industrialized countries should be a part 

of, and of which this generation of designers should take part in, by making global and 

whole-design solutions within the Anthropocene epoch.  

 

3.2. Relevance of symbiosis and re-fascination 

Why is it relevant to discuss the philosophy of symbiosis in the Anthropocene? As I have 

pointed out in the essay, the Anthropocene should be about creating more awareness on 

what and how humankind is interfering with water cycles. The philosophy of symbiosis 

connects a bridge between different fields of art, politics, economics, science and 

technology, but it is also an unforgettable factor between human beings and nature, past 

and future, reason and sensibility, and a part and the whole95 as one connected web. It is 

relevant to reflect on symbiosis in relation to water and humankind in the Anthropocene, 

because the dominating paradigm should be replaced with another worldview that 

understand the world and its relation as a whole with abstract connections. As an example, 

we must understand that water does not appear purely in nature. Water is rain as described 
                                                
94 Warka Water: “Warka Water – Every drop counts”, Warka Water (2016): http://www.warkawater.org/. 
(28.11.16) 
95 Kisho Kurokawa: Each One a Hero (1997) p. 16. 
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in the literature review, which is made in the hydrology cycle, in conjunctions by the sun, 

the sea and the winds, as well as human environments engagements96. 
 

The new paradigm, a philosophy of symbiosis, is in some sense very connected to 

the Buddhist thinking97 and it is therefore also loaded with cultural constellations 

(traditional Japanese cultural aesthetics and beliefs), but approach other behaviours 

towards relations and nature than we see in the Western societies, which have damaged the 

links between humans and nature. The new paradigm must re-fascinate humankind on the 

new geological epoch and its nature.  
 

 It is relevant to discuss the symbiosis in relation to acknowledge and create a good 

Anthropocene; a new age will begin of symbiosis of cities with forest and nature, in which, 

for example, nature is incorporated in cities themselves by the creation of artificial 

forests98. Water is constantly in movement, as well as time (time in a social and natural 

context).  

 

 
Figure 14: Swimsuit for the Anthropocene by Rebecca Lieberman. Work in progress 2015  
 

The good symbiosis will increase and demand dynamic and balance, which is 

already seen in some design projects, for instance New York based artist/designer Rebecca 

Lieberman’s Swimsuit for the Anthropocene, that deals with a concrete and relevant 

                                                
96 Astrid B. Stensrud; ”Raining in the Andes” in Waterworlds (2015) p. 89. 
97 Kisho Kurokawa: Each One a Hero (1997) p. 15. 
98 Kisho Kurokawa: Each One a Hero (1997) p. 139. 
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problem; toxic waters. In her project, through speculative design and citizen science99, she 

has created an imagination in contamination in the form of a swimsuit that visualizes the 

level of water pollution in the fabric when the human being swims. The fabric is testing 

pH, dissolved oxygen and turbidity100, which make us aware of the current water-situation. 

This swimsuit and the act of swimming works as a ritual reality, where we find meaning in 

being aware on the new relation to nature and human disruption in our rituals and 

behaviour; as swimming in water, drinking water and connecting to water in other ways.  
 

 The definition of a good Anthropocene is that humankind is able to live in 

mutualism with natural cycles, instead of commensalism in which only one part has the 

benefit of the symbiosis101. It is the responsibility of humankind to respect, imitate and 

oblige to water and its cycle as a living non-human with memory, and not only as “a 

narrative in human moral arguments”, water will find its own way102.  

 

 

Figure 15: A simulation of nature. Warka Waters’ web in symbiosis with water. Photo: Warka Water (2016) 

 

                                                
99 Rebecca Lieberman: “Swimwear for the Anthropocene”, Rebecca Lieberman (2016): 
http://www.peachriot.com/swimwear-for-the-anthropocene-final-presentation-recap/. (30.11.16) 
100 Rebecca Lieberman: “Swimwear for the Anthropocene” Rebecca Lieberman (2016): 
http://www.peachriot.com/swimwear-for-the-anthropocene-final-presentation-recap/. (30.11.16) 
101 Jørn Madsen: “symbiosis” Encyclopædi, Den Store Danske (online encyclopia) (2010): 
http://denstoredanske.dk/Natur_og_milj%C3%B8/%C3%98kologi/symbiose. (27.11.16) 
102 Richard D. G. Irvine: ”East Anglian Fenland” in Waterworlds (2015) p. 35.  
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Conclusion - a simulation  

The changes are happening – the Anthropocene epoch has begun! Humankind has created 

its own nature, and is now the most dominating geological force. Human dependence, 

consumption and attraction on water have increased, and changes on the water cycles are 

accelerating in a destructive manner globally. Humankind’s narcissism, ignorance and 

need to control water have created reactions from water cycles, which we are responsible 

for. Are we able to solve the challenges with water in the Anthropocene epoch? Where is 

the awareness, which is telling the story of water as substance of life and death? And will 

we humans in the future sustain 70% of water? As discussed in the essay we need to 

change our view and value on nature, in order to approach the challenges and create the 

good Anthropocene to prevent water wars and extinction.    

The challenges in the Anthropocene epoch must therefore awake humankind, so it 

can liberate water, in the form of a symbiosis. A symbiosis that is mutual, sensitive and 

balanced. The acknowledgements of a new paradigm are essential, where the natural cycles 

and human life (in urban or rural areas) are closely related as partners in one connected 

web. We must become re-fascinated by the Earth’s natural cycles and micro processes to 

create this symbiosis and simulation of nature/water, where virility and possibilities are in 

the front seat. As designers we must in this time of Earth and human history use this 

unexploited and vital potential, in the symbiosis between humankind and nature.  

 

 

Figure 15: A simulation of nature. Warka Waters’ web in symbiosis with water. Photo: Warka Water (2016) 
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Appendix 

Interview with Rúrí, recorded 14th November 2016 

What is your understanding of nature and water? (Is human apart of nature, nature as a whole?) 

There is a rather common misunderstanding among people there live in cities, that the city is nature. I have heard 

rumours that people are saying, “the city is my nature”, but that is a very big misunderstanding, and because cities are 

manmade they are not nature manmade. That is a fundamental misunderstanding, and we cannot live without nature, we 

cannot live without the earth, and we cannot live without water. These are fundamental qualities that we cannot avoid.  

What is water for you?  

Well my body is over 80 % water, even more if we consider water in the different molecules structures and hydrogen, 

oxygen and other structures. Water has also... If we just look at the Earth itself, we see the [earth crass], which we talk 

about, as we talk about as material, like, you know, we could saw crystallized material, while the ocean is a liquid 

material. So we kind of regard the earth as a more stable, [earth-crassed] as a more form of the Earth, while the ocean is 

[recreating ocean] and other time the beautiful expansive of water which we look on a bright day a count day. But a kind 

of they are like married. The country and the ocean. They cannot be separated. I hope they never will be.  

The marriage could it also be a kind of a love affair.  

Yes you could say that. Then the water is going in and out, and where there is a high tide and a low tide. It is like two 

lovers.  

Can you also say water and humans have a love affair? That human are a stable element on the globe? 

No, I wound not say that. I would say most western humans look at the water as something that can be consumed, while 

in other parts of the world, there is a much higher respect of the water in many places, also for earth and nature. But is 

has somehow something come with technical developments on when we have water are coming from pipes; we don’t 

relate it as much with nature as our forefathers did.  

We can transport it. 

Yes it comes out of some metal or plastic pipe. And as some children don’t know that milk are comes from cow, but a 

carton box.  

Yeah, you have to understand the layers behind of all the resources.  

We have lost the obvious links in the cities. And I think it effect on how people think on waters qualities. And it is 

distance human beings from nature. Technology has distance large amounts of city dwellers from nature.  

I agree, but we were talking about the relation...  

You ask me if I talk about a love affair between human and water. There should, but there is not. I don’t know either 

weather water loves human beings.  

But If you could give water a voice, what do you when think it could say?  

I don’t want to hear that.  

You don’t want to hear it?! 
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No, I am afraid, I don’t want to hear it, we have polluted it.  

We have transformed it.  

Já, I am just grateful that I still have enough water in my body.  

You said we have polluted it (water). In your work... 

I can tell you more, but we have not only polluted over half of the all water resources of the world, we have also polluted 

the ocean and not only the fresh water resources, we have also defeated or all most defeated over 28 out of 37 aquifers 

Do you know what aquifers is?  

No, I do not.  

You know we have water resources or water wells.  

The groundwater? 

The Groundwater, the surfers’ groundwater, but that has been finish from many places. Like for example in California 

have they been pumping up water from underground; maybe hundreds of kilometre underground. They have been 

pumping up water from kind of pockets of water, which are in the earth. And these are called antic water is it called or 

Ancient water is the expression. Because this water has been collected for hundreds or even thousands of years into these 

pockets.  

Through rainwater, from the Earths beginning?  

No, the more shallow wells or pockets are felled up by rainwater, if it is raining. But these ones (pockets) have been 

collecting water through the cracks for ages. 

And now they have emptied it? 

They have more or less emptied it more than 28 out of the 37 we know of. That was supposed to be our kind of our 

(humankind/ earth) safety deposit, when everything else is lost. But it has instead been use to trying to make Sahara green 

for instance or swimming pools in California, private swimming pools in every backyard.  

And for food industry and the building industry.  

Yes, over, how do you say? I go to Icelandic. Svona vatnsveita til aå, hvaå heitir tad, vokva, vokvunarkerfi, atomatisk 

vokvunarkerfi fyrir plontur, notar svona tiu sinnum meira vatn heldur en ef tad er gert a hefdbundinn hatt, ad minnsta 

kosti tiu sinnum meira. Thannig ad thad hefur verid pumpad upp vatni til thess ad fa hradar voxt og til thess ad selja og 

offframleida appelsinur og allt mogulegt í Californiudalnum, sem er adal svona raektarsvaedid nordurameriku, og er 

staersta og gjofullasta raektarsvaedid 

Ja, ja det er mjog heimskt 

Thannig ad, and now there is company like Nestlé and Coco Cola, they are buying up some pieces of land in Asian and in 

Africa, putting up their factories to produce for instance Coca Cola. They drill into the ground, so they go under the well 

system of the neighbouring agricultures. They (Africa and Asian) are undeveloped countries, so they are drawing out the 

source of the wells for all the other. So the farmers don’t have any harvest, they are starving. They don’t have any clean 

drinking water anymore, because of Coca Cola dumps their dams in their neighbourhood, and it shivers through the earth 

and is positing.  

And they do this with the knowledge that they will ruin people’s life? 

They don’t mind. It seems to be that they simply don’t mind. The local people have been protesting, but they cannot 

afford the education for this.  
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But you say, or I believe your work is a bit political… 

Everything that has to do with human societies is political. So in that since is my work political.  

So if you could blame someone of this ware crisis. 

I am not very interested in blaming someone. I want to see positive results. And people taking responsibility and working 

for good for the humankind, and not for wealth and power. Wealth is one side of power. So many seek wealth to receive 

power.  

How do you work with water? I was reading in your webpage that you are interested in measures, time, environment and 

water. How do you grasp or this information about water, and getting it into these multimedia, installation and design 

objects.  

Well it is a slow process. I have been, ever since I was a teenager I have been very interested in nature. And I have great 

respect for nature, I have always had. So this is kind of accumulated knowledge and interest. Of course it is 

overwhelming, as you say, what is happening, the size, it is incredible. 

You can almost not visualize it, or possible to imagine it.  

It is really too large to envision it totally. So what I am usually doing is I am working with one part and are mainly 

overlapping some of the other parts. And then maybe in my next work I am working with a second part.  

It is all like a puzzle. You create this huge map.  

Well, yes of course they are overlapping our, as I say, not only our respect but also our obligation to nature, because we 

should be obliged to treat nature well and it is only wise things to do, because without nature we would not exists. The 

cities cannot exist without the farmlands and the agriculture that is driven outside the cities. But the agriculture could 

survive without the cities.  

But would you call the agriculture and farming nature?  

Well no, it depends on what kind of agriculture it is. Like what is now called industrial farming is not in harmony with 

nature at all.  

So you are saying as long as the farmer is in harmony with nature and respect nature and don’t influence nature in bad 

way.  

As long as they take care that there is balance. I think it is okay. But immediately we are forgetting about balance and 

harmony in nature, we are approaching danger.  

The Anthropocene is a new geological phenomenon, and it means that the humans are now a geological force in the 

Earth environment. This Anthropocene was first mention in 2000, but some claims in the industrial revolution.   

I suppose it has.  

And within the Anthropocene some scientist, or artist or people who are dealing with this theme, that nature do not 

longer exists.  

You mean that is has been corrupted totally you mean?  

Já.  

Well, we are heading to that at leads. What is happening now with global warming is the result of a long process of un-

harmonies acts by the human societies. Nature does exist still, but it has been interrupted brutally. 

Do you think we can make a good Anthropocene?  
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Of course nobody knows exactly where the tipping point is, nobody really knows it. But a tipping point is something we 

should really respect, because then it is too late.  

Some say the tipping point already have been happening. The tipping point.  

Well, it has not been manmade before. Or I mean the process towards it I mean, has never been the results of humans. 

Not in the last five thousand years as far as I now. Weather there has been an earlier civilization we don’t know. There 

have been theories about it, like Atlantis theories, and another civilization before that, I don’t remember what is supposed 

to be called. But there are theories that two highly developed societies that collapsed because of technical misuse. That 

humans abused the technical knowledge they have gained. These are theories, I don’t know if they are right or not. So 

that is why I call it in present history.  

It is so scary, that this (misuse of nature) is so close to us, and yet we should know… 

We know! We all know. But it is just like, who was voting for Trump? And now there are claiming that they did not 

know. But was obvious. So it is a question about wanting to face uncomfortable information.  

Do you ever think we will be able to do it, to face these consequences of fresh water (that the recourse is limited)?  

Well, ultimately we will not have any change, really because it will come into our face, if we act very soon and very. 

Focused? 

Yes.  

So you think we should valuable water resources much more, created new values towards it.  

Absolutely. We should do everything we can to stop pollution and clean up, on every front. It is horrible what is 

happening in the oceans.  

The coral riff in South Australia just died with the size of England.  

It did?  

And plastic, you can almost call it a continent in the Pacific Ocean. It is monstrous. 

The last question was about the waters voice, but we have already discussed that we don’t want to hear that...  

Well actually, you are maybe reflecting on the archive on water, Archive of waterfalls. The sound of the waterfalls I call 

it, you could call it the voices of the waterfalls. And... Well I think everything living has a voice and I think nature is 

living. But we do not unnecessarily understand that voice, we may hear it, but we may not understand it what it is saying. 

Because we believe that our language is the only language, and we don’t respect other languages. It is just like, you 

know, there was a time when the Peters Church in Rome, they declared that women did not have a soul, repeatedly in the 

Middle Ages. And so women did not have a soul, so you could bite them just like you where biting your horse or 

donkey... And we are still suffering because of that. Because women at that time did not a voice, because they did not 

have a soul, and men believed that, so this regarded woman. And if we believe that nature doesn’t have a voice, we will 

disregard it.  

So you are with your work trying to give water a voice? 

Well, I hope that I with my work can provoke awareness, and that is what my work is about. I often say I regard myself 

as an observer, and I document my observations into artworks.  

Takk fyrir thad. Thad var urtolegt fínt!  

But I still have one question, I found this on your webpage. The word future archaeology, what does it mean?  
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Let me see, well that is something you can predict, that this may become an subject of archaeology in the future, so for 

instants an artwork I made which is called museum, which is a collection of 15 black boxes, they look a bit like sacrifices 

but they are containing some manmade object, human artefacts, and then there is a number on a small plate with a 

number like in [biennial] numbers, and these numbers indicate the number of the box, and the latitude and where objects 

comes form. The first box is something like 150 and then up to 122 and then there is a gap where there is another 

number, you know, so it is for me a fragment of a much larger museum, and maybe sometime in the future, these objects 

is everything that will be found when someone is visiting this planet, and looking for some signs of life. So that is future 

archaeology, predicting what might be found in archaeological founds later on. So I am doing maps that are future 

cartographies, and they are mapping how the shoreline may be when the ice melts. And this is based on scientific data. So 

it is just like science fiction, is fiction, so it is a kind of, we could call it fiction as well, but I prefer calling it the future 

cartography or future archaeology. So this is, I didn’t see anyone using this term future cartography. But this one, (future 

archaeology) have I seen used the last ten years in art.  

I also think that your work is circling around, or it is interesting that it is so much spot on in the Anthropocene. Compare 

to other artist, your work is taking up some problems and it may be people, which I think is the essential of good art, 

which it can make people think and reflect.  

I hope so.  

But your work it taking it a step further by looking at the future, and not only the history.  

No, I... History... It is very good to know history because that is a collection of information, and then we are making, 

trying to predict the future, we usual do that we know about the present and the past. So we a trying to see the 

development and where it is heading. So it is the same what I do in my work, I use the same method, but maybe not the 

same way as a scientist would do it.  

I was trying to say the same, that we need this other step to be able to reflect on that had happened before, and to know 

what to do with our reaction and behaviour on water control and harvesting fresh water from the ground.  

Yes and there are a lot of good people working in all parts of the world trying to solve all these problems, but they have 

become so colossal and time is running short, that is what is so distressing. And also the humankind it has been growing 

in numbers exploration, so that is alarming as well, because more of them, the more harm we can do, the better we could 

also do, if we decide to do that, so it is a matter of decision, and to be awake. And to love life enough to save it.  

I am kind split where I should put myself in regarding to nature. What nature is. I could be convinced that human is a 

part of nature, and in that sense human might be able to react on what we are doing to the real nature. You know if 

humans are nature.  

Well, we are a part of nature. But we have distance ourselves from nature.  

By misusing it?  

Just like… I am just making an example. I am a member of my family, but I might those to say that I am not a member of 

this family, I don’t like what they are doing, or on the other hand they could say that she is not a part of this family, 

because we don’t like what she is doing. So in that sense we are a part of nature, but we have unfortunately distance 

ourselves, the so-called developed countries.   

And they are the worst players in this case (water misuse)? 

Yes, unfortunately, but nature... I am very lucky. Because we spend all summers in the countryside when I was growing 

up.  

Where in the countryside?  
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Westfjords. And we had the oceans, the mountains, rivers and waterfalls, birds everything was there, and we regarded it 

as our playground, of course it wasn’t but as children it was a wonderful place to grow up, and one learned to respect 

nature as well.  

To be a part of it (nature)? 

Já, so… 

And your work is also reflecting, what you are doing in Iceland with the waterfalls, on the damming, and the electricity 

from the water.  

You mean me as a person or as an Icelandic native?  

No, you as a person. You have in your work focused on Iceland that the country have been doing towards nature.  

Oh yes, I take it as a local sample of the global. But also for instants when I make the archive, endangered waters, it 

would have been very easy to point the fingers at the Chinese, because they were making the three door damming project  

colossal damaging project, having enormous effect on nature and on the people who are living in the area. You have to 

search for the negative effect it has had on the Internet, because usually it is not in the news, but whole villages have 

wash under massive floods, it does not come in the media. So, but it would have been very easy to point a finger at them, 

but I was going to the Icelandic pavilion in the Venice Biennale, and I felt I would be very dishonest if I would have done 

that, when Iceland was doing at Kárahnjúkar, so I those to work rather with my own background, and pointing fingers at 

someone else.  

Já, I think this is really essential to this problem as well, that people everywhere acknowledges what they are doing.  

Well many have those to misunderstand this, and think that the problems only in Iceland, but that is not the case, 

unfortunately.  

Yeah, it is ridicules what they are doing in china... 

Well in the states they are tearing old dams, because they have discovered how it has disrupted balance in the nature. 

Finally, they have started to do that. But it is not in the news. In most cases there has been a long battle on have that 

agreed on by the local governments.  

Do you think this will change with Trump as president, when he supports old industries?  

I doubt it; I think they have realized that this (damming) was not a nice way to do it. I mean he can have a very bad 

affect, he is not likely to have a good affect, and well at least his speeches have not been promising.  

Yes, it is embarrassing.  

I think we have covered all that I wanted for this interview and what was missing in my essay.  

I will have your interview in the findings. Otherwise I will discuss the Anthropocene and water, the water systems, which 

is so complex.  

Já it is, and you know for instants in the united states there is a strict regulation on water there are coming out from the 

pipes coming in to the households, but there are no regulations regarding bottle water, so you have no, when you are 

buying bottle waters in the states you have no idea wherever it came from an open river down town, or wherever it came 

from.  

It is ridicules.   

It is. It is criminal against the wealth of American citizens.  

There are so many bad things happening regarding water.  
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But also about water... Water is often used as an anecdote of time. Time and water is very much linked in culture, many 

cultures. So that is part of like the water has been running in a river before anyone, older than any records, and then we 

suddenly decide to stop it, while time is also running before any records, and it will continue flowing. So in the other 

hand is it interesting that time is manmade concept. Water is not.  

But we cannot stop time.  

Well it is, time, as we understand it, is a linear.  

But it could also be circular.  

I suspect that time cannot only be circular or spiral, but also parallel. Several. It is too complicated to discuss in this is 

very interesting to think about.  

Yes very, especially in relation to water... But water it is also a woman is it not?  

The female qualities, yes, in Eastern philosophy. Well actually women who brings culture forwards. They are the ones 

who mediated to the children and onwards, so it is floating through the family bounds through generations and 

generations. And this is something that has been highly estimated or underestimated important of this flow of culture.  

And importance of women. It is interesting. I am also very fascinated by this painting by Lucas der Elder. The fountains 

of Youth, do you know it?  

Well it is known that if people have enough water they don’t get as much ringlet.  

So you claim it does not exist... Do you think we ever can change the balance, so the relationship (water and humankind) 

can be fruitful for both parts.  

There was a time when, this is from one of my performances, where water was drinkable. There was a time, well let’s 

say, when [themsen] was drinkable, and it is colossal to think that within one hundred and fifteen years or something you 

know we have totally changed it. We can’t drink water from any river almost, because they may be poisoned or too much 

pollution in the one way or the other for us to remain healthy from drinking that. It is scary.  

Já it is. I myself is from a little island in the southern part of Denmark, and there the water is very expensive because of 

the high level of calcium in the water. The water is very expensive and you have to process it before drinking. And here in 

Iceland you have so much water, and it is available. And people are arguing like they don’t we use it all when have it, 

you know.  

Well what are we going to do when we don’t have the glaciers anymore? Because glaciers functions as sponges, they 

keep water, which is gathered in form of snow in the winter and then they are slowly letting it out during the summer, it 

is very important for agricultures that the glaciers are there, but when they are not there, the water will rush down, we 

will have these floods we are having everywhere. And then we will have dried seasons, without the sponge-affect.  

And there would probably not be much rain either, if the glaciers are gone. 

One thing to consider is all the nuclear plants, producing electricity in Europe and other places. Their plan is, that “we 

should make more nuclear reactors, because we don’t need any water to produce electricity”. Well we need to cool down 

the reactors all the time, so if the water is gone, we will have the same accident as […] in Japan. So if there is not a 

source like water, we will not be able to cool them, because we cannot turn it down. It is sick.  

Já it really is.  
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Questions prepared 
What are your values towards water? And what do you believe the role of the human beings have in the relationship to 

water and nature?  

(What is your reaction on the water control and the limited fresh water resources we are facing in the close future?) 

Your work, research and concept around water, nature, environment?  

(What is your hope with your work pieces – especially the ones who are related to water?) 

(How do you grasp water in the multi medias)  

How do you see, understand or experience the Anthropocene?  

(Future archaeology) 

If you could give water a voice that would it then say?  

 

 


