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Globally groundwater levels have been declining at alarming levels. In India, 

where groundwater serves  a majority of the country’s irrigation and rural drinking water needs, 

unsustainable extraction poses a significant threat to food security and the well-being of rural 

communities. Attempts to encourage sustainable groundwater use through legislation and local 

institutions have had limited success. In some cases however users have self-organized to 

manage groundwater use. This paper presents a comparative case study that examines two 

village communities in a severely water stressed region of western India that have attempted to 

regulate groundwater use and the successes and failures that they have experienced. This 

research aims to understand why in these cases collective action around the issue of groundwater 

management emerged and under what conditions it may be reproduced. The subterranean and 

invisible nature of groundwater creates considerable uncertainty about how groundwater 

resources behave and has made crafting effective legislation and institutions to regulate and 

manage groundwater a challenge. Using a mix of ethnographic methods, semi-structured 

interviews and participatory hydrogeological mapping we examine the relationship between 

social power, collective action, and competing articulations of groundwater behaviour; namely as 

a stock or a flow and the implications of these on the micropolitics that underlie groundwater 

management. The Social-Ecological Systems (SES) Framework provides an appropriate starting 

point to understand these interactions. I propose a politicized SES framework that will draw from 

the insights of anthropological research to integrate micro-politics and social power, and local 

understandings of resource dynamics greatly improves the diagnostic capacity of the framework. 

I find that even hydrogeology is not fixed and that local communities are themselves able to 

transform it by mobilizing technical & financial support from both state and non-state actors 

through a variety of private and public interventions both above and below the earth’s surface. 

These cases allow us to better understand how social and geophysical contexts co-produce each 

other and the implications that this has for sustainable resource use and contribute to the 

development of scalable institutions that can enable the sustainable use and equitable distribution 

of groundwater.


