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Abstract 

Cultural perspectives on water are deeply ingrained in the fabric of the world's 

cultures, shaping how societies manage and value this essential resource. In some 

cultures, water is considered sacred and is used sparingly and respectfully, 

emphasizing its intrinsic value and the need to protect this precious resource. In 

contrast, other cultures may view water as an abundant resource, leading to 

overuse and waste, and unsustainable water management practices. Cultural 

views also influence the acceptance and success of water management policies 

and technologies. For example, in cultures where water is considered a common 

resource, policies that emphasize individual rights to water may not be accepted. 

Culture also plays a unique role in socio-hydrology research. This article 

examines water culture using a configurational approach. What is clear is that 

many cultural traditions around the world honor water as a sacred and life-giving 

element, have a symbiotic relationship with it, and consider it a social good that 

belongs to everyone. New practices have often ignored these cultural traditions 

and expanded the paradigm of technology-based water management with 

dominance over nature. Modern technologies may temporarily enhance humans' 

sense of control over nature, but the idea of controlling water is a flawed mindset, 

and instead of controlling it, society must continue to live in harmony with nature 

and achieve sustainable water management by optimally combining old and new 

methods. This article presents implications for culture-based water resources 

management and governance. 
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1. Introduction 
Water and culture have been closely linked to 

humans since ancient times. Water is an 

inseparable part of life, and humans have 

interacted with water in various ways, creating 

physical structures such as buildings, cities, 

infrastructure, and landscapes, as well as 

sociocultural manifestations like institutions, 

laws, artistic activities, and rituals. Since the 

dawn of civilization, humans have understood 

and appreciated water’s value. Water has 

traditionally been a part of society and culture, as 

it is essential for the survival and sustainable 

development of society. Today, many unique 

cultural artifacts related to water are recognized 

as cultural heritages (Hein, 2023). Rapid 

industrialization and urbanization have 

significantly changed the lifestyles of many 

traditional communities and their relationships 

with local environments, including water 

systems. Water has been perceived in a new 

sense, separate from the social context, and has 

disrupted traditional practices (Hein et al., 2024). 

The progress of modernity has caused a rupture 

in the relationship between civilizations and 

water, as control has replaced coexistence 

(Kumar and Ghosh, 2023). 

The International Hydrological Society 

conducted a survey of water experts to identify 

the global water crisis points. The survey results 

showed that experts consider most water crises to 

be the result of a lack of understanding or neglect 

of the broader economic and sociocultural 

perspectives by scientists, policymakers, and 

water resource managers. This confirms the 

hypothesis that the global water crisis is a 

governance crisis and is political, economic, and 

cultural in nature (Di Baldassarre et al., 2019). 

Culture is of great importance in socio- 

hydrology research, an emerging field that 

studies how humans interact with water resources 

(Botai et al., 2022) and attempts to incorporate 

social issues into the understanding of 

hydrological processes. Social hydrology aims to 

address the complex aspects of social diversity, 

power dynamics, trust, cultural values, and 

cognitive biases that significantly impact how 

individuals change and adapt to evolving 

hydrological systems (Döring et al., 2025). 

Socio-hydrology studies the dynamic responses 

and interactions between water and humans 

(Hynds et al., 2018). The role of culture in these 

interactions cannot be ignored because human 

culture, especially the values and norms arising 

from it, influences behavior and the 

consequences of behaviors. 

Ancient water cultures, passed down from 

generation to generation, have often disappeared 

with the pattern of standardization and 

development, which characterizes the consumer 

society. Rivers and aquifers, in the name of 

modernity and progress, are filled with a mass of 

plastics and pollutants, and according to the 

dominant development paradigm, efficient and 

sustainable water management can only be 

achieved with massive hydraulic infrastructure 

that consumes energy and leaves a large 

ecological footprint (Eulisse, 2023). These 

threats stem from a dominant technocratic and 

anthropocentric paradigm that defines water 

management and governance based on a specific 

human worldview and economic and political 

agendas (Houart, 2023). Humanity and the 

world's life support systems face an existential 

crisis by assuming that water is a resource that 

can be exploited without limits (Wantzen, 2023). 

The technology-driven water management 

paradigm has developed a model of domination 

over nature with an unsustainable footprint. It 

has alienated humans and societies from their 

environment, and the historical practices and 

forms of knowledge that involve managing and 

directly engaging with water have become 

increasingly “invisible”; that is, they have fallen 

out of the forefront of human consciousness and 

interest (Eulisse, 2023). 

In any given country, water decisions are 

often made based on the dominant cultural values 

of the society. The same is true for the 

acceptance of solutions, and understanding and 

considering the cultural aspects of water issues is 

essential for finding sustainable solutions (Kley 

and Reijerkerk, 2009). Although the ancients had 

only rudimentary empirical knowledge and 

limited tools, they often managed water more 

foresightfully, developing locally efficient 

solutions, considering the constraints imposed by 

nature, and directly involving people in water 

governance. Therefore, it is important to better 

understand the history of water and how past 

societies managed water scarcities. Ancient 

water cultures have a fundamentally experiential 

character, but at the same time, they also 

demonstrate holistic perspectives that embrace 

the intangible aspects and values associated with 

water for long-term conservation. This approach 

also leads to the natural coexistence of other 

species in diverse ecological contexts (Eulisse, 

2023). Therefore, water management is as much 

a cultural issue as it is a technical one, and the 

cultural dimension of water and its management 

deserves further exploration. This article aims to 

examine the role of water in different cultures 
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and to explain the relationship between water and 

culture. 
 

2. Methodology 
This systematic review used a configurative 

approach. In a configurative review, data are 

combined and organized to answer the research 

question. Qualitative data are commonly used in 

configurative reviews (Gough et al., 2017). This 

research focuses on the key question: What is the 

relationship between water and culture, and what 

is the role of water in different cultures? To 

answer this question, a systematic review of the 

related studies was conducted. In this research, 

first, the selection and monitoring stage was 

carried out by searching for the keywords water 

culture, water rituals, water celebrations, water 

customs, and water religious rituals in reputable 

databases such as Elsevier, Scopus, Google 

Scholar, SID, and Irandoc. As the review of 

sources was not limited to scientific articles, 

public databases such as Google were searched. 

The search results were reviewed based on the 

relevance of the title of the sources, then the 

summary or abstract and the text of the sources 

to the research objective, and finally, relevant 

sources were selected. 

 

3. Discussion and results 
Water and culture are inseparable elements of 

human life. Water is part of religious and 

spiritual practices worldwide, including in major 

religions, and many specific local, cultural, 

spiritual, and indigenous traditions value water 

for its emotional and spiritual elements. Water is 

a powerful symbol in many cultures and 

religions, representing cleanliness, purification 

and renewal. It is often used in rituals and 

ceremonies to represent important life events, 

such as births, weddings, and funerals. The use 

of water in these ceremonies is believed to bring 

blessings, protection, and spiritual cleansing to 

the participants. In Islam, water is not only an 

essential element of existence, but also a divine 

gift that must be loved and protected. Water 

resources in Islamic countries are public 

property, and all users are allowed to consume as 

much water as they need without paying any fee. 

This vital resource, as a gift from God to 

humanity, must be shared with others and cannot 

be monopolized or withheld from the needy. 

From an Islamic perspective, humans, as 

stewards, have a duty to ensure that water 

resources are used rationally, equitably and 

sustainably. In Islam, refraining from 

monopolizing, wasting, or polluting water goes 

beyond being a wise, civilized, or responsible 

citizen; it is an act of worshipful devotion. 

For Buddhists, water symbolizes purity, 

clarity and peace. In Buddhist beliefs, the 

offering of water to cleanse the mouth or face 

signifies auspiciousness, and the offering of 

water to wash the feet symbolizes purification. In 

the Bible and Christianity, water symbolizes life 

energy, the renewal of the soul, the Holy Spirit, 

rebirth, new life, and other spiritual concepts. 

The importance of water for cleansing and 

purification also applies to Christianity. 

Ancient Iranians respected water as the 

source of life, and in their cosmology, water was 

the second of the seven creations. Zoroastrians 

can be called water worshippers who continue an 

ancient tradition of respecting water. Water-

related structures, including the Qanat, have 

gained special importance in Iranian history and 

culture, to the extent that Qanats are mentioned 

alongside other essential components of 

civilization in Iranian mythological history. 

Water holds a special place in Hinduism, as it 

is believed to have spiritual cleansing powers. 

Water, especially river water, is sacred to 

Hindus. In Hindu mythology, all rivers are 

revered as pollution purifiers. Prayer for water 

among Hindus is a beautiful form of celebration 

manifested in festivals such as asking for rain, 

expressing gratitude for receiving rain, and 

taking vows to protect and nurture water 

resources. The sanctity of water in Hindu culture 

reflects environmental awareness in daily 

practices. Hindus believe that remembering 

sacred rivers when using water for bathing, 

drinking, or other purposes makes the water holy. 

In many cultures, water is part of New Year 

celebrations, religious rituals, and the changing 

of the seasons, which are rooted in tradition. 

Countries such as Thailand and India host large 

water festivals that reflect their rich cultural and 

religious values. Water culture in Egypt is deeply 

connected to the Nile River, which has always 

been viewed as a sacred and divine body of 

water. 

For centuries, sustainable water management 

has been a daily practice in many cultures, 

helping to create a balance between water 

resources and human societies. Indigenous 

cultures are renowned for their innovative and 

sustainable water management practices, but 

modern practices often disrupt and ignore these 

traditional practices, with undesirable 

consequences. Traditional societies still teach us 

how to ensure ecosystem resilience, cope with 

the challenges posed by the natural environment, 

and use its resources without disrupting its 
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balance. A more forward-looking use of water 

requires a shift from a cultural paradigm of 

dominion over nature to the sustainability of 

ecosystems and their resources, in a way that 

reconnects people to aquatic environments and 

water heritage, and reflects a shift in human 

understanding of the need for biodiversity to 

sustain human life. 
 

4. Conclusions 
Applying a cultural approach to sustainable 

water management requires the following 

actions: 

- Revisiting and recognizing the values, 

traditions, and rituals of water among the 

country's different ethnic groups, introducing 

them to society, and encouraging members to use 

them in the management and optimal use of 

water resources. 

- Water governance based on coexistence with 

water resources instead of control, prioritizing 

social goods over economic goods regarding 

water, and considering cultural aspects to solve 

water issues and challenges. 

- Developing a political directive for a 

decentralized model of water governance based 

on values, traditions, and rituals, protecting it 

from external actors, and allocating funds for 

local water management. 

- Educational programs should be conducted to 

raise awareness about the importance of water 

conservation and the benefits of community-led 

water management, and encourage the adoption 

of a water culture that promotes the visibility and 

respect of water as a shared resource. 

- Identifying and integrating traditional water 

management principles, systems, and 

technologies with modern water management 

systems and patterns, and creating a balance 

between them, leads to sustainable water 

management. 

- Policies and decisions that harm, overshadow, 

or downplay indigenous water culture in society 

should not be implemented. 
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 چكيده
 در تاروپود فرهنگديدگاه

ً
ي آب که عميقا

 
گذاري اند، نحوه مديريت و ارزشهاي جهان تنيده شدههاي فرهنگ

ي فرهنگجوامع از اين منبع را شکل مي
ام از آن استفاده دهند. آب در برخ  ها مقدس شمرده شده و با احتر

ورت حفاظت از اين منبع گرانمي ي آب و ض 
ر
ام بيشتر بر ارزش ذائ بها تأکيد دارد. در مقابل، شود و اين احتر

ند که به استفاده بيشفرهنگ ازحد و هدر دادن و هاي ديگر ممکن است آب را منبع فراوان در نظر بگتر

ي بر پذيرش و موفقيت سياستهاي ناپايدار مديريت آب منجر شود. ديدگاهشيوه
 

هاي ها و فناوريهاي فرهنگ

ي مياي مثال، در فرهنگگذارند. برمديريت آب نتر  تأثتر مي
ک تلقر ي که آب منبع مشتر ي شود، سياستهائي هائي

هاي هيدرولوژي اجتماعي نتر  که بر حقوق فردي تأکيد دارند ممکن است پذيرفته نشوند. فرهنگ در پژوهش

ي بديل دارد. اين پژوهش با استفاده از رويکرد پيکربندي به بررسي فرهنگ آب پرداخت. واضح است که نقش ئ 

ي در جهان، آب را بهبسياري از سنت
 

دارند و بخش گرامي ميعنوان عنصري مقدس و حياتهاي فرهنگ

ي با آن دارند و آن را کالاي اجتماعي ميهم اي توأم بارابطه
هاي دانند که به همگان تعلق دارد. شيوهزيستر

ي بر فناوري با تسلط بر طبيعت جديد، اغلب اين سنت
ي را ناديده گرفته و پارادايم مديريتِ آب مبتت 

 
هاي فرهنگ

ش داده ل بر طبيعت در انسانهاي مدرن ممکن است بهاند. فناوريرا گستر ها را تقويت طور موقت حس کنتر

ي ناقص است و جامعه بايد به
ل بر آب ذهنيتر ي هماهنگ با طبيعت ادامه کنند، اما تفکر کنتر

 
ل، به زندگ جاي کنتر

ي هاي قديم و جديد، به مديريت پايدار آب دست يابد. در اين پژوهش، دلالتدهد و با تلفيق مطلوب شيوه هائي

ي منابع آب بر
 
 پايه فرهنگ ارائه شد. براي مديريت و حکمرائ

 هاي کليدي:واژه
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