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Abstract Since current water governance patterns mandate cooperation and
partnership within and between the actors in the hydrosystems, supplementary
models are necessary to distinguish the roles and the rules of indoor actions which is
why we extend a theory in the frameworks of philosophy of technology. This
analysis is empirically grounded on the problematic hydrosystems of a river in
central Iran, Zayandehrud. Following a modernist-holistic-based analysis, it illus-
trates how values in the water apportionment mechanisms are being reshaped. The
article by using the theory of normative practice has scrutinised the tasks and the
rules of the old and new water-management systems, Mirab. Subsequently
according to such philosophical theory, it has argued that the conflicts over the cases
are due to interference of structural and directional norms within them.
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Research Aims

Philosophers who are concerned about a sustainable future are explicitly facing an
increasingly large challenge with questions about technological development and
governance patterns. However, the inspiration of contemporary decision makers in
water management is tied to heterogeneous technological patches that drive the
development. These issues have raised various questions concerning water-manage-
ment systems and their in(ter)ventions. Nearly all the prevailing questions are devoted
to the problems emerging from ‘faith in modernism’ (Molle 2009) versus holistic
thinking in terms of development, ‘modern water’ (Linton 2010) and the ‘paradigm
shift’ (Pahl-Wostl et al. 2011) in water management. In essence, our concern in this
article is about the normative (what should happen) and the descriptive (what happens,
and how) voices, both from the scientist’s and the opinion maker’s side. These voices
are arousing movement (Pahl-Wostl et al. 2011) to alter such corporative, autono-
mous, and society-dependent systems into a partly automatic and fully technology-
dependent system by changing the values and norms, and threatening the man-nature
harmonization (Wang and Zhu 2012; Harandi and De Vries 2014). Whilst the
modernist state-centred governance ‘could be considered as the guarantor of social
and environmental justice’ (Molle and Mamanpoush 2012), we see it as ‘a way’1

(Heidegger 1954) in which utilitarian governance is fuelled by modernism and
gigantism thinking (Heidegger 1954), often oblivious of holistic rationality. The
debate on governance here is ‘subject to underlying confrontations between rival
and at times even incompatible intellectual and political traditions, which defend often
irreconcilable opposing principles and values.’ (Castro 2007).

The article’s analysis is empirically grounded on the Zayandehrud River, a case
study in Iran. The river is facing severe drought (Safavi et al. 2014) and for two
decades has seen growing and diverse contradictions between the stakeholders. For
instance, there are conflicts between the traditional right holders and the government
over fuzzy water allocation (Molle and Mamanpoush 2012). For years they
protested about the unfair allocation, uncertain diversion/apportionment and
unbridled abstraction of water from the river. The analysis discusses the causes in
terms of values and responsibilities of the water distributors and will illustrate how
values in the water apportionment mechanisms in this river are being reshaped. It
shows how the declined or altered responsibilities could change the objectives and
lead to this contradiction. Therefore, we have elucidated issues surrounding the
interlocking relations of such systems in the case of performance confines, roles,
rules, responsibilities, interests, relations, and the ultimate purposes of actor(s) in
water apportionment and its mechanisms to propose our idea. The idea is to detach,
clarify and analyse such factors to see who was and is permitted to do what in the
matter of values, and to see how a well-defined governance system have
transformed to an adjacent-to- and part-of-governance system.

We will review the account within the history time lines to see the shift from old
to new Mirabs, the local name for water managers in ancient Iran, focusing on the
Zayandehrud case study. We show the sequential man-made events that sort the

1 ein weg.
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Mirab into transitional paradigm changes, in fact a shift from a holistic way of
thinking to a modernist way of thinking. In doing so, we will first briefly describe
the characteristics of a holistic and a modernist approach. Then the article show that
the old Mirab has been inspired by holistic thinking while the new Mirab is a
modernist. Moving to the theoretical section, we will analyse both the old and the
new Mirab actors by using a philosophical approach called ‘Normative Practice’.
This is an approach that enables us to elucidate the values and norms of an actor as
social (professional) practices. It also shows some already highlighted measures that
isolate tasks and responsibilities from values and norms and this leads every related
social activity to certain contradictions. An important concept in the study is the
social and collective interactions in these water-management systems, which is why
we will slightly extend the notion of ‘a well-defined social activity’ to ‘a normative
practice’ in our theoretical framework. We have seen in the introduction that this
results in a problematic situation and therefore this paper will conclude by giving
recommendations about how to recover valuable elements of the former holistic
‘practice’ without trying to turn back the clock and go back in history.

Modernism Versus Holism

Ostensibly, being and thinking in a modernist manner as well as behaving in this
way, are relative notions of ‘what’ and ‘when’. At least for the scope of this article
we need to have a concrete base to avoid this ‘relativism’. In doing so, first we
explain the formation of modernism with an historical example linked to the water
context and afterwards we will briefly describe how it has reduced the earlier
holistic thinking, by focusing on three interrelated terms of development, nature and
technology.

Among various debates about the relationship between these three matters we
refer to Nye (2006) who maintains that technology matters have been deeply
influenced by modernism. He describes the pertinence of profitability of technology,
farming, energy and water prices by taking a few examples from the agribusiness in
the USA. His allusions such as ‘water fields when sensors say it is time’ indicate
how modernism has shaped and affected us, and how modern systems think in this
sense. Due to such profound impacts, a detailed quote from Nye’s remarks can show
a very concise summary and historical formation trend of the matters relevant to
technology and modernity:

[…], from pastoral New England to industrialized family farming in the
Middle West to irrigated agribusiness, traces an arc of increasing productivity
made possible by increasing investment in mechanization. In the first half of
the nineteenth century, many believed such agricultural development
illustrated how industrialization creates more wealth, more jobs, and more
goods for all. In the United States, [functionalists] argued that more technical
skill and more mechanical power led to a higher level of civilization. By 1900
such views had become orthodox. [i.e.], […] Between 1870 and 1890 [… the]
factory productivity rose almost 30 percent, while working hours dropped and
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real wages rose 20 percent. Similar gains throughout the nineteenth century
had radically improved daily life. People had more leisure time and more
money to spend. Consumption of clothing, appliances, and home furnishings
rose rapidly, and Thurston drew graphs to express[]” the trend of our modern
progress in all material civilization[.]” Our mills, our factories, our workshops
of every kind are mainly engaged in supplying our people with the comforts
and the luxuries of modern life, and in converting crudeness and barbarism
into cultured civilization. Measured by this gauge, we are fifty percent more
comfortable than in 1880, sixteen times as comfortable as were our parents in
1850, and our children, in 1900 to 1910, will have twice as many luxuries and
live twice as easy and comfortable lives (Nye 2006: 91).

Modernity was gradually founded on economic growth, machines, labour and
natural resources (Christensen et al. 2012). As technology ‘became a world of
networked dependencies’ (Floridi 2013), river course networks ‘came to be seen as
the logical unit to optimize, or ‘‘unify” the multiple uses of surface water, and then
as a planning unit for regional development’(Molle 2009).2 In fact, it was developed
by various ‘policies’ and ‘models’ to become a concept in the water management.
These policies and models which were referred to as a ‘concept’ are all examples of
‘technology-based material progress’ (Jamison 2012). Jakobsson (2002) discusses
how the modernist parliamentarianism thinking altered ‘the traditional definition of
the natural flow rule [and outdated the] traditional institutional rules of natural flow’
to produce electricity. As a result, an ideological image associated with modernity
and rationality was replaced to find no ‘rivers untouched by man [anymore]’
(Jakobsson 2002: 52).

As societies distanced themselves from ‘adapting to natural imperative [and have
moved toward] manipulating natural resources’ (Blatter et al. 2001), the environ-
mental degradations became more and more apparent. Therefore, reductionist tenets
‘which are beyond human control and rational calculation’ became prominent and
neglecting the existence of meaning and rights of water figured (Blatter et al. 2001).
We see several pieces of evidence from politicians and opinion-makers that calls
humans to control and to conquer nature with ‘utopian dreams of mastering nature’
(Molle 2009) as well as Swyngedouw (1999), Swyngedouw et al. (2002) and
Zwarteveen and Boelens (2014). Modernism—again as a way of thinking—and
development are reciprocal notions which need complementary endowers from pre-
modernist holistic ontologies (Fig. 1). Due to limitations of instrumental rationality,
developers are still searching for ‘renewed pre-modern concepts’ (Blatter et al.
2001) which concentrate on ‘water’ as it exists. Holistic thinking has focused on the
whole aspects of reality3 beyond the idealistic and rationalistic calculations of
‘homo technologicus’ (Floridi 2013). However, as shown in Fig. 1, unlike holism,
modernism puts individuals at the centre of the ‘objective universe’ and entails the
‘social construction of meanings of water’ (Blatter et al. 2001: 4) to involve actors
and communities in it.

2 Molle (2009) explains more details about this concept, in France ‘calming the wild river’ and in Spain
dividing rivers into ‘administrative devisions’ and authorities were suggested.
3 Refer to Dooyeweerd’s aspect theory.
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There are two more equivalent and distinctive criteria for modernism, upscaling
and unification. Modernism makes an endless attempt to turn societal-control
systems into an upscaling management method, which have partly featured the
command-and-control style of management such as Integrated Water Resource
Management (Schoeman and Allan 2014). In fact, such processes started and
happened during the Industrial Revolution, and that is when modernism actually
began. Modernism also strongly believes in unification, in which all products start
looking ‘alike’ because they are mass-produced. To continue we need to stretch and
interpret our description to technological development in the hydrosystems domain,
to show what exactly the rules of modernism and holism are, in that case.

The Modernism Ethos of Hydrosystems’ Technological Development in Iran, a
‘Blue Rush’

It is several centuries since Iran started the ‘holistic design of hydraulic structures’
(Emami 1998) and hydrosystem development (Lambton 1953) where the glorious
aqueducts and dams were constructed (Pazwash 1983). After WWII Iran became
one of the most critical areas affecting world peace and security because of the
location, resources and financial circumstances of the people. These formed the
basis that after-war powers saw Iran as a land ‘to carry on technical collaboration’
(Harris 1953). The agrarian society of the country was transformed into an

Fig. 1 Transformations of ontologies over time (Blatter et al. 2001)
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industrialized agriculture linked to government subsidies for livelihoods. Probably
the then-developers did not fully realize that they were following a ‘hydraulic
mission’ in concordance with Iran’s early twentieth century’s patterns of western-
ization. Molle et al. (2009a), based on work by Reisner (1993) and Swyngedouw
(1999), define it as:

the strong conviction that every drop of water flowing to the ocean is a waste
and that the state should develop hydraulic infrastructure to capture as much
water as possible for human uses. The carrier of this mission is the hydrocracy
who, based on a high-modernist world-view, sets out to control nature and
‘conquer the desert’ by ‘developing’ water resources for the sake of progress
and development.

The White Revolution of 1962 was supported scholarly by Utah University under
the Point IV Program4 that set out to improve education, agriculture and health in
the rural areas. The downstream portions of the Zayandehrud River were the very
first parts of the demonstration centre of the program. Harris (1953) mentions that
heavy machinery was imported for drainage and deepening the main canal(s) from
the river ‘to secure more water and to soak up the water when the river was high’
and water would be stored for use during the dry seasons. This situation was
pervasive when the Qanats, a gravity-based water system, was gradually
overlooked, demolished and replaced by wells (Balali et al. 2011; Molle and
Mamanpoush 2012; Harandi and De Vries 2014). Regarding such a huge
development and westernisation, Iran’s government succumbed to calls for
‘hydrocracy’ with entrusted companies by outsourcing the water distribution tasks
and responsibilities by contract agreement. In pursuing this increase, the companies
were established by the government to distribute the water in the modern
hydrosystems mostly downstream of large dams. The Mirab is one of these
companies which were ‘rolled’ into the Zayandehrud hydrosystems. Iran’s 1968
Land Reforms dramatically swept away the roles of traditional water management
in the Zayandehrud River governance in central Iran (Harandi and De Vries 2014).
Mahmoudian (1969) obliquely, and (Hossaini 2006) explicitly, both state that the
traditional management system in Iran had ended by 1968.

Old Mirabs’ Role in Water Governance Patterns

A comprehensive literature review by Singh (2014) has revealed that the
‘management models used in the past’ in hydrosystems mainly considered the
objectives of maximization of net farm income, minimization of waterlogging, and
minimization of groundwater depletion. Conventionally, governing water in the
semi-arid areas such as Iran had intrinsic values (Mahmoudian 1969) as it was a
societal-based activity. The main result of such governance was the management of

4 Utah State Agricultural College’s president was the first technical director of the Commission for Rural
Improvement in Iran of this program.
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river-diverted systems and Qanats5 which was performed through an intricate
system, known as Mirab.6 The Farsi expression Mirab7 for ‘water management’ in
English consists of two words: Mir and Ab. Mir usually indicates a person who
steers others and also sometimes refers to colonels in the ancient Iranian military
hierarchical ranking, and -ab solely means water. Therefore we can describe Mirab
as head of the river and a person who apportions water-share to the water-right
holders.

The old Mirabs’ tasks and responsibilities are explained and praised in many
literatures. Balali et al. (2011) have an extensive description about Mirabs (and their
subordinates) functional reasoning which they worked on the base of social
institution and ethical-religious frameworks.8 Mohmand (2011) quotes from
Thomas and Ahmad (2009) about Mirabs’ duties: ‘The distribution of water is
done through the system of [S]aat9 [literally time] (the allocated time interval of
water flow allowed in each cycle in proportion to the landholding of the farmer) and
[N]aubat (the order in which the water flow is allowed in each cycle). Conflicts on
the water distribution were resolved through the collaboration of the Mirab (and
subordinates), the Arbab10 (village elder) and sometimes also the [S]hura11 (village
governing committee).’ Hossaini (2006) has an elegant interpretation about the old
Mirab election when he described it as ‘democratic’ since the Mirab was clearly
voted for and elected by a very transparent ballot. Mehraby (2010) also introduces
theMirab: ‘the distribution of the water has to be under a trustworthy official known
as a Mirab who is chosen by the joint users or the government and is paid a certain
salary.’

In sum, the Mirab was charged with the responsibility of ensuring that the
enforcement of regulations was even-handed and consistent. Essentially, the
appropriate performance of these systems was owed to the Mirab’s engineering and
ingenuity and also its skills in connecting the needs and desires of the actors to
water-inherent uncertainties. One of the reasons for this was that the Mirab had
overall responsibility for supervising all of a river’s tertiary water courses (Fig. 2)
which diverted water from the secondary to individual farms, whilst individual
farmers might be chosen to coordinate the Mirab’s tasks (Qureshi 2002; Hossaini
2006). We believe that the second reason is that water diversion, and allocation and
distribution of the quantity of water flow should be carried out entirely according to
the individual water rights related to the farmer’s landholdings through a
documented system and within detailed dates.

5 Qanats are gently sloping tunnels used to tap and convey shallow groundwater by gravity.
6 However, Qureshi (2002) differentiates between four similar positions for a Mirab’s management
throughout the traditional hydrosystems: small-scale, large-scale, shallow wells, and springs.
7 .
8 In the Zoroastrianism and Islam.
9 .
10 .
11 .
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The Mirab’s Role in the Zayandehrud Hydrosystem

According to Sheikh-Bahai’s edict (Tumar), written in July 1517 (923 AH),
Zayahdehrud River water is apportioned into 33 portions for 6 districts12 (Boluk)
(Mahmudian, 1969). According to Hossaini (2006), the Tumar’s regulation is based
on geographical views (socio-spatial) which included villages and hamlets and the
Boluks of the river. The Tumar describes in detail the shares of the shareholders in
relation to the Boluks. Three levels of water allocations were designated by the
Tumar’s regulations attuned with the available resources, location, needs and the
extent of cultivated tracks. The types of cultivation were precisely managed by the
Tumar rules according to the available amount of water. It regulated the appropriate
water flow for the whole range of users including Gavkhuni, the marsh ecosystem
where the river terminates.

To devise the governance patterns in the river, the management system was
largely local resource- and knowledge-dependent and was implemented according
to precise technical- and societal-tuned mechanisms. In fact the Mirab was a
trustworthy person who was elected by elders of the riparian communities and a
representative from the state governors. The Mirab was well respected and had a
high status and others would trust him for fair distribution of water according to the
rules of the edict. For balancing and tracking equity, the Mirab ought to be selected
from the middle reaches of the river (Fig. 2), to see the water from a normal
viewpoint, not from the high water of upstream users or the low water of the
downstream peoples (Mahmudian 1969). The Mirab should appoint 6 assistants
(Keshik)13 and quite a few watchdogs—all from the farming society—to distribute
water in the Maadi (literally predicates the channel) through the farmlands. The
overseers’ obligation was unending and they were appointed according to need.
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Fig. 2 Schematic view of a river: an old Mirab’s area of activity (The general scheme derived from
Qureshi 2002)

12 The Tumar in traditional bureaucracy was used for very important rules. It could be argued that
water allotment in this way has been crucial for users since the sixteenth century.
13 .
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Basically, the Mirab and subordinates’ services were entirely paid for by
stakeholders proportionately based upon their share of the river (Mahmudian
1969; Hossaini 2006; Eslami 2010) and historically, the states and central
governments rarely directly influenced river management (Hossaini 2006).

The Mirab Company; the outcome of hydrocracy

As a major legacy of the Land Reform Act of Iran’s White Revolution (1962-66),
large farmlands were divided into small pieces to allocate ‘justice’ to a whole range
of the peasants to free them from the Kadkhoda14 (literally village elder/hamlet
master)—an actor who assembled the old Mirab’s selection procedure accompanied
by farmers and a state representative. Such reforms forced the government into the
mission of developing the hydrosystem. Reformist-modernist thinking changed the
way of Iran’s hydrosystem development for the sake of gaining more efficiency, and
the holistic order of the oldMirab system gradually ceased (Balali et al. 2011; Molle
and Mamanpoush 2012; Harris 1953).

As mentioned before about Iran, the contemporary water abstraction system of
Zayahdehrud is based on technocratic expansion plans using exploitation contrac-
tors such as the Mirab Company. The Mirab Company was founded in 1993
according to the Companies Registration Act, enacted in 1936, essentially for
maintenance. Figure 3 lays out the hierarchical system of the company. Its structure
is matched to what is laid out in the Commercial Law and based on a classic
bureaucratic structure where the board of directors, Chief Executive Officer (CEO)
and many liaison officers work to achieve the organizational objectives.

Figure 4 shows the position of the new Mirab in the up-down administration
system of the Zayandehrud River. As a quasi-private company it (was) is
preferentially contracted by the government to fulfil the policies relevant to water
apportionment in the Zayahdehrud River in an authoritative contract with the
Esfahan Regional Water Authority (ERWA). Such primacy placed the company on
the front line to implement the client’s desires. Therefore, the Mirab Company is
openly linked to the government; the money which fuelled the Mirab comes from
industries, government and not from the local users linked to the societal classes.
Looking at the terms of the Mirab Company’s contract also reveals how the tasks
and responsibilities of the oldMirab are being transformed and downgraded to those
of a maintenance contractor.

The Mirab’s model of water distribution was previously based on the Maadi,
canal and share rights; however, modern canals have superseded the Maadi’s water
right and shaped new rights for such recent shareholders/hydrosystems. These rights
are annexed to the parcels that were ‘originally irrigated with the old systems’
(Hoogesteger van Dijk 2005). According to Iran’s Law for Fair Distribution of
Water (ratified in 1983), agrarian water rights are determined by the water needs of
cultivators. Water scarcity and the river over-commitment have forced the ERWA
to change the (amount of water related to) rights which should be allocated to the

14 .
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different outlets. These sorts of fuzzy decisions (Molle and Mamanpoush 2012)
have been made in the closed circles of the political classes (lack of transparency)
and shareholders are narrowly involved in the courses. However, the Mirab and
ERWA always claim that all outlets are equitably shared during drought but the rich
actors such as ‘factories have in general no problem in getting supply from irrigation
canals since their demand is allegedly limited and the Ministry can sell water to

Fig. 3 The top-down and hierarchical system of the Mirab Company

Fig. 4 Up-down administration system of the Zayandehrud River
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them at a much higher price [emphasis added]’ (Molle and Mamanpoush 2012). For
example: newly created amorphous water rights (the upmost users) and the
manufactured waters that had already been sold out beforehand, has inch by inch
changed a license or temporary permit to a ‘right’, and as a result, a source of
conflicts. Moreover, there is no clear definition about rights and shares particularly
during the droughts, either in the Mirab Company or in the law. As such old right/
share/smallholders always complain about these new water rights because they are
not well-defined in such newly founded processes. Interviews and discussions with
the staff of the Mirab and other stakeholders by Hoogesteger van Dijk (2005) and
Payandab (2009) have resulted in some noteworthy points, such as, notwithstanding
the law and the contracts, water rights are not volumetrically defined and are left
mostly to the Mirab’s discretion depending on water released from reservoirs and
the amounts allocated by a new founded committee known as the Crisis Committee.
As water volume distribution is safely in the hands of the Mirab Company and
realising water volumes from the artificial reservoirs in the upstream are completely
governed by the government, the user rights of outlets and individual users are thus
subject to the decisions taken by the Mirab Company and the government. The
Mirab Company is deemed as a manifest of the government’s governance that has
reduced the early/old water rights from different outlets to build new rights in
exchange for distrust.

Reforms, Dealing with Conflicts

Moném et al. (2002) has assessed theMirab Company as in the top three of the most
successful water-related agents in Iran15 in relation to the other major exploitation
companies. However, the existing conflicts show the evidence that we can doubt this
argument because even industries and Esfahan City (two consumers whose use is
increasing), as well as old downstream right-holders/users, are objecting to the
unfair allocation of water and perpetually blaming the Company for imperfect
distribution owing to their historical memory that is however replete with
experiences of this type.

‘Lack of control and precision in the distribution of water’ (Salemi and Javan
2004) and after a relatively long experience of dealing with intricate socio-technical
problems, three years after the start of the first severe drought (in 2003), the
Company’s task turned to be more societal-oriented (Khorshidifar 2005) by riding
on the country-wide wave of public participation. The directorate (including
ERWA, see Fig. 4) of the Company justified the re-organization as somewhat of a
flashback to sort through the old Mirab’s responsibilities. In line with new
worldwide views, they aptly titled this collaborative approach to water management
(Sabatier 2005) and deemed it as users’ participation. The Mirab tasks remained just
for the main modern canals and others were left out for Water User Associations
(WUA) of local water users, which led to an improvement in some aspects

15 Up to now, more than fifty companies such as the Mirab Company have been licensed by the Ministry
of Energy.
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(Khorshidifar 2005). By means of these reforms the Company outsourced its tasks in
the second order infrastructures and direct communication with users to local and
trustworthy associations. These associations also facilitated the difficulties relevant
to ‘trust building’ between the two sides and undertook the responsibility of the
contract because they are typified by trustworthy people. Reduction of the total cost
(mainly owing to locals’ lower wage expectations)16 and performing minor
maintenance are two advantages that the Mirab Company has attained by these
reforms. Also there have been some improvements in terms of rehabilitation and
renovation of aged canals and construction of many new ones, so the volume of
water sold has increased and definitely has had an impact on the improvement of
agricultural products (Khorshidifar 2005) albeit before the drought periods.
However, water users have still not fully had their expectations met in the fair
distribution of water with such reforms. We specify a couple of reasons; firstly, the
Mirab Company under the ERWB in many cases, even after the reforms, tries to
decree the policies to the sectors. As the earlier examples showed this system
painstakingly suffers from lack of transparency, a point that we are not sure that the
reforms fully grasped as a value. Therefore the users and those who have the will to
participate are still behind the schedule. Part of the problem is that the new Mirab
has had substantial public participation in issues (after the reforms) where it would
not use social power fruitfully. Therefore following this incapability it cannot
participate in the processes of conflict resolution as a mediator. Secondly, due to
‘the overbuilding of water infrastructures in the river basin for extraction of surface
and groundwater’ (Molle et al. 2009b), there is no room to play with drought
tensions and it has made new complexities for users, particularly downstream
shareholders and the environment.

A Water Management Evaluation Model; The Mirab as ‘Practice’

The previous sections described the tasks and responsibilities and also interests and
conflicts of the old and new Mirab systems. In the case of tasks, moving from the
old to the new Mirab implies subverting the traditions of water apportionment in our
case study. Therefore, understanding this deformation and transformation of the
Mirab—as an action—and its governance culture means understanding how one of
the ‘key individual and collective water management practices’ (Thomas and
Ahmad 2009) has altered or revolved over time. In doing so and to go through the
evaluation model we consciously continue to limit the discussion in the next
paragraph to our two actors’ tasks to ask a few intake questions, mentioned in
Table 1, about the primary and detailed tasks of both the Mirab systems.

The focus of the overlaid-by-the-rights old Mirab system was mainly—but not
limited to—water distribution, primarily, collectively and individually as well as
maintenance of the whole technical parts of the river system. Water apportionment
was implemented according to the Blouks’ water share which stemmed from Sheikh-
bahai’s edict. We see conflict resolution measures and remedies (precautionary role)

16 Contentment as a value for the locals.
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in the secondary order of tasks in which the old Mirab’s governance pattern was
questioned because its system made massive endeavours to boost courage,
liberality, temperance, truthfulness, intellect and benevolence. As our previous
descriptive arguments showed, this is totally dissimilar from ‘command-and-
control’ (Schoeman and Allan 2014) and the centralistic capitalized modernist
governance of the new Mirab. The old Mirab steered others according to its
foresight and flexible skills and has been known as a mediator who would enter into
water disputes accompanied by the hamlet’s elders and warlords. The old system
also performed a supervisory and inspecting role to avoid unauthorized water
abstraction, repeatedly concomitant with locals. All these measures and mechanisms
worked for the fair distribution of water, autonomously.

The primary task of the Mirab Company is maintenance by predominantly
technological means in line with the state’s on-hold and behind-closed-door
approvals. This is the reason that the new Mirab is a remarkably time-consuming
and over-formal institution (Schoeman and Allan 2014; Engle et al. 2011; Pahl-
Wostle et al. 2007). In sum, it is apparent that the Mirab Company as a modernist
system is responsible and economically speaking affordable but cannot particularly
deal or exchange with the users. Because the previous local and dynamic water
apportionment system was replaced by a remote control (gates and regulators in
term of technology and out-of-basin opinion-making in term of policy) and a robust
system. Unlike the Maadisalars—a Mirab’s subordinate, responsible for Maadis
and Keshiks (overseers)—in the old Mirab era, now the gate operators have replaced
the Mirab and we see that the concept of ‘technology’s in-betweeness’ (Floridi
2013) is playing a crucial role because the gates and ‘state-appointed’ groups/
persons (Molle and Mamanpoush 2012) have been placed between the Mirab
Company and the water users. In such a system, technologies (i.e., gates) are placed
in between a human system (the Mirab Company) and other human society
(shareholders) (Floridi 2013). Now it seems that the Mirab Company is attuned well

Table 1 Intake questions for theoretical framework

Questions about Old Mirab Mirab Company

Primary tasks and
responsibilities

Governing and mastering the river’s
society as well as maintenance and
apportioning of water (mostly by local
representatives)

Controlling and protecting the
government’s right-of-river

Maintenance

Data acquisition

Secondary and
tertiary tasks
and
responsibilities

To prevent conflict

Fair distribution of water

Market- and technology-oriented
mechanisms of water distribution
based on the clients’ desires (calling
for and collecting the water fees based
on agreements and contracts)

Subordinates and
employees

Keshik, Maadisalar and villagers,
appointed temporarily for a specific
purpose

Not formal employees

In situ companies have been recently
added on the contractors’ side to avoid
one-by-one contract mechanisms

Formal employee mechanism based on a
FT contract system
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with two of Ellul’s ‘five specifications of technology’: it has autonomously
developed, and is automatically operated—independent of its surrounding society.

So far, this article has explained about the right and the wrong aspects and
informed us about the tasks and the issues of our cases, but not the reasons. We have
shown true and false evidence to provide our descriptive claims. So what it is
missing here is defining a model that implies some actions. In the next sections we
will try to move from descriptive claims through normative claims to make some
recommendations based on the analysis and the conclusion.

The theory of ‘practice’ was proposed by Alasdair MacIntyre in 1981. He
developed a theory of social ‘practices’, which in standard philosophical parlance
defines a meaningful coherence of human actions through certain ‘values’:

Any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human
activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in
the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are
appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result
that human powers achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends
and goods involved, are systematically extended (MacIntyre 1981: 175).

Examples of such activities can refer to engineering or a club’s membership or
being an elder who has an extensive role for Mirab selection with the specific
ultimate goal which could be joy, welfare, food security, making good investment
and etc.

It is not coincident that, MacIntyre, in his book After Virtue, has introduced
himself as one of the ethicist and social thinkers that have profoundly and
controversially stood vis-à-vis of the current modernism ethos of liberalism,
(Legenhausen 1989). We applaud MacIntyre and Legenhausen who trace the
injustices of modernist thinking which originated in the Enlightenment. As Ronald
Beiner (1992) observes, ‘What makes MacIntyre unique is that for him the problem
is not merely individualism or liberalism but modernity as such.’ He has criticized
the individualistic and liberal ethics and reappraised whether normativity is
‘inherent’ to practices by referring to ‘internal goods’ (Jochemsen and Glas 1997;
Jochemsen 2013; and Van Burken and De Vries 2012). Normativity of rules and
their related norms of individual or collective professional actions should be shaped
in advanced, because these actions have inherently normative aspects (Jochemsen
and Glas 1997). The main goal is to develop an approach in which ‘normativity’ is
seen as intrinsic to different practices (Van Burken and De Vries 2012: 137). In this
article we adopt the model of Normative Practice as developed by Hoogland
and Jochemsen (2000); Jochemsen (2006), Van Burken and De Vries (2012) and
Jochemsen (2013). They initiated their theory as a response to the difficulties that
they, as medical practitioners and military commanders, had been respectively
practising with translating such rules and obligations into their research’s practices.

In the theory of Normative Practice values are inside the practices (Fig. 5).
Indeed, a practice refers to the intrinsic value of the action and the unique way of
having values beside practice, and accordingly it is participating in that practice
(Van Burken and De Vries 2012).
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The Structure of a Normative Practice

Maybe the most crucial portion of the issue in every system analysis would be
knowing the structure and direction of such a system which can imply task and
interest of a practice, respectively. In order to address the normative character of
practices, we use the concepts of structure and direction as rules in the idea. The
structure side is relevant to ‘who is permitted to do what? and how?’ That is a matter
of responsibilities and what a practitioner is allowed and not allowed to do. The
direction (regulative) side is relevant to what are the deeper values of the practice.
As Fig. 5 shows, the direction is traversed taking a practice to its ultimate goal or
what Aristotle named Telos (finality).

For example, consider a factory with a subdivision that has been committed to
respect nature and therefore has as its ultimate goal: environmentally friendly
products (this is what we called ‘direction’). If it has a division for pollution control
(that is part of the company’s ‘structure’), that fits well with the direction of the
factory. This means that the direction and structure of the factory fit together well
and that the practice—carrying out environmentally-friendly production—is
performed without conflicting norms. However a problem could occur when the
factory’s ultimate goal or highest value is ‘respect to the nature’, but structurally
there is no single related department; in other words, the direction and structure of
the factory are going to contradict each other. So obviously we can predict that
production or entrepreneurship in this factory would not be carried out and
developed (reached its goals), because its structure does not match properly. If
another practice is included in the example, say the government as a practice that
has a strong interconnection with preserving for nature, the role of normative
practice in our accounts will become clearer. Suppose that the government’s highest
value is also preserving nature and if every organisational procedure is aimed to roll
up wealth (economic aspect or benefit), then the practice will not reach its goal.
Sub-practices of such practices of course have their own relationship with each
other to make development; either they work or they fight but all these actors

P:  The Practitioner (the old and new Mirabs/water manager)
N:  Norms, known as standards, rules and virtues
T:  Telos, or core value for which practice exists 
  Direction of correct performance 
  Reflection on correct performance 

Water 

Management 

Practice 

T

N 

P 

N 

Fig. 5 Practice, norms and Telos (Jochemsen 2013)
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somehow deal with each other. So in the ideal situation, the government (as another
practice or sub-practice), industries and customers all agree but all have the same set
of purposes and they will all have a set of structures that fit well together. They still
have different structures because the government has different responsibilities to
industries; the government has responsibility to legislate to set laws that others are
never allowed to do. Each of these actors contributes in his own way. They have
different responsibilities but should all fit with a common direction. Thus in general,
the practices’ structures are characterized by the rules and norms for the actions
taking place. This defines the ‘normative practice’. Indeed, they depict the practice
while also being the performance bounds of a practice (Van Burken and De Vries
2012: 139). What a practice aims for is also included in its structure. Before
analysing the Mirab’s practice, we are about to describe the details of the theory.
First, we start with the structure. Jochemsen and Glas (1997) distinguish three sub-
types for a practice’s structure (constitutive rules); ‘Qualifying’, ‘Foundational’, and
‘Conditioning’ rules (Fig. 6).

Qualifying Rules

Qualifying rules are related to the main task of the practice (in the case of the Mirab:
distributing water). For the appropriate distributing and apportioning of water the
old and new Mirab practices needed and need economic activities as goals to
survive. Obviously the questions are in which boundaries and what situations can a
Mirab system take over the edict (old Mirab) and approvals (new Mirab) to execute
the rules? Whose justice is allowed in which case? These questions directly refer to
the objectives that a practice needs to respond to in order to qualify as a normative
practice.

For describing the qualifying rules, we go back to the military practice of Van
Burken and De Vries (2012). In the military practice, force should ideally be used
within the global regulations of war, in order to promote justice. For example, take
‘shooting’ itself; it does not make sense to see someone as a soldier; a soldier is in
the first place someone who is in service to promote justice and is therefore allowed
to shoot, under certain (legal) conditions. In other words, insisting on following
legal boundaries is the main message of this statement. Thus, the qualifying rules are
those rules that define the ultimate destination of a practice. These rules are the

Fig. 6 The normative structure of a social practice
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guidelines and right paths for achieving the ultimate goals. The qualifying rule
stands at the top of all the other structural rules, norms and principles and it is the
guidance for the qualifying aspect, and therefore we mark it as important in our
future discussions in this article.

Jochemsen (2006) holds the notion of ‘goal-rationality’ to indicate that
professionals should look at the Telos as a foundational not qualifying rule. He
warns that the formulation of rules and principles needs to be typified by uniform
patterns of reflection and interpretation because societies are changing and practices
are developing (Jochemsen 2006: 108). This process is very consistent with our
account in transforming Mirab thinking from holistic to modernism. The primary
process of the old Mirab practice is about promoting the distribution of water with
the confirmation and approval of the local people and leaders. Therefore the Mirab
practice should be characterized as by an impartial person tasked with achieving the
fair distribution of water. The new Mirab has a capitalistic view on water as a rare
and profitable good. That by itself has shifted the company to act as a sales agent (of
ERWA) instead of having the distribution of water as a main task. However, the
Tumar is an accepted and well-known set of guidelines for the whole Zayandehrud
practices as well as the Mirab Company, though. Nonetheless, the foremost
customers such as power plants, steel industries and refineries—and of course those
posed the bargaining power of political circles—have made the company sceptical
of being able to perform the edict’s rules, comprehensively.

Foundational Rules

Foundational ‘rules prescribe the activities that give a particular practice its
characteristic content’ (Jochemsen 2006: 105). According to Van Burken, and De
Vries (2012), Searle (1969) explains the chess metaphor to explore rules’
boundaries of normative practice. Using that, foundational for the game are those
rules that explain ‘how the pieces are limited or licensed to move on the board’.
They are foundational because the game was based on such rules. If the rules
change, intentionally or unintentionally, ‘we can no longer speak of the game of
chess (but perhaps of a different game)’ (Van Burken and De Vries 2012: 139).

The foundational rules of theMirab are referred to: how and what knowledge and
skills are needed to fulfil the Mirab’s obligations? Thus, the Mirab ‘as a social
structure entails the effective utilization of [... water] and technical means’
(Jochemsen 2013) in the process of other practices. For the Old Mirab practice the
foundational rules are the methods that are adopted to perform and implement the
Tumar orders, such as: the personage of Mirab to steer and engage trusting
subordinates, well-accepted and religious-based rules of mediation of conflicts and
running a constant rate of water when the river hits a drought or a flood. However,
for the Mirab Company there are laws and approvals in which the company can
manipulate the rules and/or put restrictions on them. The distribution system is
entirely physically in the hands of the Mirab Company, although the law(s) also
push(es) the Company not to deal with the riparian societies and farmers, because
such rules and approvals are not very transparent or accepted.
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Conditioning Rules

The conditioning rules ‘formulate conditions that should be observed in performing
a practice, but they neither define the “technicalities” of the practice, nor its finality’
(Jochemsen 2006: 105). In the case of the Mirab practice, these are, for example,
sociotechnical- and economic-related norms that limit the practice. A well-accepted
and -derived base could be an appropriate base to describe conditioning rules in the
old Mirab system. The Sheikh-Bahai edict was—and we claim still is—a
comprehensive deed that encompassed both conditioning and foundational rules.
No amounts of water could be diverted without the edict’s license. The river was
conditionally diverted by a few multi-task dam-bridges and distributed through
channels, Maadis under the Tumar’s prescriptive chapters (Mahmoudian 1969).
These barriers/bridges diverted water from the river and coupled the societies on
both sides of the river. The latter function has still continued.

In fact, the following questions elucidate the conditioning rules of the Mirab:

● What are the Mirab incompetence indexes—on which criteria could he be
refused by those who vote for him?

● Who are the responsible persons and for what matters?
● When should water be released through the channels?
● Who should pay and be paid—wages and paying mechanisms?
● Who is eligible to vote for the Mirab and what is the selection mechanism?

Nowadays, some of the concepts of the Tumar still refer to the new Mirab system,
albeit not the main one. Conditioning rules are related to water laws that are enacted
by the government. An inconstant laws which have been consistently changed by
frequent but irregular local and national approval, over the past decades. In our
particular case the rules are also under Sharia, as Iran’s Law for fair Distribution of
Water is linked to the religious fiats. Parts of the Tumar are infrequently executed
but as minor documents. Under certain ‘conditioning’ rules, the new Mirab system
is directly supervised by government. The rules are inspired by what Heidegger
named ‘calculative thinking’ which lead to an ideology of efficiency, and therefore
water ought to be managed by gates for more affordability. Now the technology
tries to bridge the gap between society and the Mirab. Water could be apportioned
according to government approvals which are enacted and executed in fuzzy ways.

The Directional Side of Normative Practice

The direction recourses to the regulative rules of a normative practice. It is about the
more profound values that are needed to ‘competently perform practices’
(Jochemsen 2006: 107) in difficult situations (Jochemsen 2013). These regulative
rules imply an existential dimension of goods which are internal in life and ‘directs
existential choices about good and evil’ (Van Burken and De Vries 2012: 140).
They involve the different basic beliefs that stimulate people to accomplish ‘their
tasks in different practices or the ethos of the profession. This affects the way in
which rules are interpreted, positivized and developed in everyday practice. It refers
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to the set of worldviews, beliefs and motivations that steer the action’ (Van Burken
and De Vries 2012). Many examples can be provided; take playing with children,
‘not to play too harsh’ or ‘to let them to win’ are directions of a normative play.
Actually, by using these ways to play the children do not alter the games’ structure,
but instead apply the rules in a specific way, expressing the strategy itself. A
possible direction for the water management practice is, for example, ways to
apportion water fairly in different circumstances such as floods and droughts or
winning the hearts and minds of the locals by participating in the process and
addressing the values of the river, water, ecosystem and environment. As we
mentioned earlier from Molle and Mamanpoush (2012) who quoted from Spooner
(1974), the Mirab ‘must prevent the powerful from trespassing on the weak with
regard to the shares of water’ and mediates water disputes ‘with the confirmation
and approval’ of the local leaders. The underlying worldview here is that water is a
valuable entity and should not be sold. This view was fully accepted and performed
by the directional side of Old Mirab practice.

Finally, there is a pivotal point to be mentioned in the concept of normative
practice. The ‘normativity’ is located at both the regulative and the constitutive side
of a practice. In fact, ‘practices are not neutral in that which defines them; there is a
normative element in the structure itself. In other words, practices are normative
both in what constitutes them as well as in what regulates them. One is not as free to
perform actions within a professional practice as one is in the ‘private’ realm.’ (Van
Burken and De Vries 2012).

Analysis: How Potent is the Normative Practice idea in the Case of the Mirab?

The tension between the rules and the degree of freedom and responsibility with
regard to the interpretation of the rules is conceptualized in the concept of a
‘normative practice’. The well-functioning of a ‘practice’ requires that it simulta-
neously observes a constellation of, among others, the normative principles related
to the aspects mentioned above (Jochemsen 2013). For the purpose of this article,
understanding the deformation and transformation of the Mirab as a normative
practice and its culture means understanding how one of the key individual and
collective actors of the river management has altered and revolved over time.
Referring to the texts we can put simply that the old river management practice had
in fact a team leader who used leadership skills to carry out the actions related to the
distribution of water in forms of physical dimensions, socio-technical contradic-
tions, conflicts and even controversies. The notion of ‘internal good’ of this
normative practice is also targeted by the promotion of ‘justice’ referred to as a
directive rule. Admittedly, it was not merely obliged to steer others just for
profitability or to make money. His (her) primary function (Table 1) was ‘founded’
as a distributor by the Tumar’s technical chapters. Following that therefore his (her)
organization was allowed to conduct its ‘foundational’ rule based on a set of sorts of
‘conditions’. It was conditioned by a handbook named the Tumar and physical
boundaries which were bounded by Boluks. Apart from technical norms, he carried
out his obligation on the framework of economic, social and even ecological norms.
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The rules did not alter even in drought conditions because there was always room to
play with extreme events. Under the Tumar (s)he allocated water and was paid
proportionally by users (Mahmudian 1969), and there was no need to call for water
fees or contracts. Molle and Mamanpoush (2012) also acknowledge this about the
whole governance in the Zayandehrud even in the lateral valleys: ‘managers were
paid by users, proportionally to the amount of water received, and were dispensed
with if their service was judged to be unsatisfactory.’

In the new ways of thinking theMirab Company should be ‘qualified’ to achieve a
high profitability. Founding the Mirab Company structure based on such a
qualification caused it to gradually tend to disregard traditional ways of thinking
and to become an up-down system. So in response to the question in the introduction,
now the perception is that the ultimate goal of the current flow of processes inside the
Mirab Company—as a practice—is to please ERWB. Based on the Company’s
contract (2010–2013) just 25 % of the total Mirab’s tasks are relevant to management
and the others are mostly relevant to maintenance and providing machinery. The last
section also infers the type of objectives for this practice: operation, maintenance, and
guarding services. Aswe described earlierMoném et al. (2002) has acknowledged that
theMirabCompany holds a high rank among other active exploitation companies, but
the overwhelming contradictions have shown that there is a strong necessity for
transformation of the way of thinking and this should be sorted through an attuned
cultural-societal system to achieve a fairer distribution of water (Salemi and Javan
2004; Harandi et al. 2014). Although it seems that the newMirab practice has tried to
reshape the ultimate goal by reforms, yet the tasks and the system are reluctant to take
distance from state-centred modes and orient themselves on the oldMirabmerits and
values. Onemay claim that without theMirabCompany it would certainly be easier to
distribute water in Zayandehrud and it is a price well worth paying. We cannot totally
stand against the newMirab system and its related values. Economy and efficiency are
essential values nowadays but it is not to be considered as goal in the qualifying rule
(Jochemsen 2006).

Before coming up with the final epilogue and to show how the old Mirab reflects
a holistic approach and the new Mirab displays a modernist approach, Table 2
depicts this summary, because this is the central message of the article.

In Table 2 we have shown the evidence that displays the modernist character-
istics of new Mirab practice and the holistic approaches of old Mirab practice.

Starting with the foundational rules, periodically-issued approvals incorporated
with a purely engineering view of the new Mirab stemmed with scientism, are
compelling evidence for the Mirab Company to encompass modernist thinking and
a utilitarian engineering system. Consequently, it puts individuals in the centre (e.g.,
a CEO or the company board), and fosters the upscaling and unification—two
distinctive characteristics of modernity—to challenge and increase efficiency.
However, in contrast, it is part of the oldMirab’s image to offer guidance to connect
and to induce the social meaning of water in its team and the surrounding society.
His capability was in line with the holistic orders of actors in the old Zayandehrud
management system (Fig. 7).

By using the qualifying rule, the ultimate goals of the practices was revealed. The
new Mirab in fact has taken the economy as the centre of its ultimate goal and puts
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Table 2 Epitomised rules of Mirab Normative Practice

Normative
practice rules

Old Mirab practice New Mirab practice

Foundational The rules related to skills of water management in semi-arid areas
for the Zayandehrud. Such skills that the old Mirab can
implement the Tumar technical chapters including:

The rules related to skills of maintenance according to world-wide standards.
Water should be managed by an enterprise company, efficiently based on:

allocation, apportionment, distribution and regulation of water in
the normal river flow

allocation, apportionment, and distribution according to what amounts of water
are available in the upstream artificial storage

carrying out maintenance services of the gates and canals according to global
standards of hydraulic engineering

management of the river rate under extreme events - droughts and
floods

managing the river rate in the case of extreme events - droughts and floods - with
fuzzy decisions

mediation of conflicts no mediation role in the conflicts

appointment of subordinates subordinates are the engineers and technicians, sometimes coming from remote
areas

Qualifying Must prevent the powerful from trespassing on the weak with
regards to the shares of water, and refereeing water disputes with
the confirmation and approval of the local leaders so that the
Mirab practice is characterized as an impartial person for
qualifying the fair distribution of water

Hydraulic Mission

Water privatization

Must build powerful networks with political circles for gaining higher benefits, a
capitalist view to see water as a ‘good’ and users as customers; those who pay
more money have priority

However, it has accepted traditional water rights although there are demands such
as the city, steel industries and refinery but the products are too ‘strategic’ to be
stopped
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Table 2 continued

Normative
practice rules

Old Mirab practice New Mirab practice

Conditioning Handbook:

Sheikh-Bahia edicts (Tumar)

Handbook:

State approvals, discretionary power of government, parliament members and
political circles over water allocation

Physical dimensions:

seven boluks (districts) linked to the land

Physical dimensions:

Whole of the river and the main canals of 5 new irrigation networks (no straight
link to the hamlets)

Personnel:

one river headman (Mirab), elected by the hamlet’s elders
( Rish-sefid) in association with a state representative (
Ghased) generally from the middle reach of the river

seven Boluks representatives appointed by stakeholders from the
community

Thirteen Maadisalars (managers of channels) and a lot of Keshiks
(temporary overseers), appointed by the Mirab

Personnel:

ncertain depending on network but generally there are at least one engineer, one
technician and three gate representatives (combining tradition and modernity)

Economic norms:

Mirabs were paid by the water-users

Economic norms:

qualified, chosen and contracted by the government

Social norms:

Mirab and subordinates were voted for and supervised with annual
ballots by users not the state

Social norms:

local partners are responsible for the canal’s hydraulic gates (representatives for
the gate). The priority of water allocation are firstly the city dwellers, then the
industries and finally the agrarian users, provided there is any left

Technical means:

a few multi-task dam-bridges; water diversion e.g. Maadis
(channels) for conveyance and distribution; facilitating society’s
connections on both sides of the river

Technical means:

autonomous technological artefacts (diversion dams and automatic gates)
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Table 2 continued

Normative
practice rules

Old Mirab practice New Mirab practice

Ecological norms:

extraction of the water in the river should be restricted to just
165 days a year (6th June-21th Nov)

Ecological norms:

extraction of the water in the river is restricted for the whole of the year and water
is only released from the upstream reservoirs according to state approvals

Regulative/
directional

Water is to promote justice Water is central for economic production

Taking justice as its direction, the other values are categorized
under it as a pillar of virtue ethics:

Taking benefits and economic values as its direction, the other values is
categorized under it as a pillar of capitalism:

Kindness and gentleness

Living with the nature not against it Entrepreneurship

Water is a right not a commodity to sell and buy Techno- and hydrocracy

Water is a socio-ecological asset Efficiency

Autonomy

Democracy

Societal integrity

Individual and collective frugality
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the users/farmers mostly as customers which should be contracted. These obviously
do not belong to a holistic system. The Mirab Company is focusing on economic
values—i.e., to become an up-to-date maintenance company—as its ultimate goal,
so it needs to see water as a good. Such capitalism-modernism thinking never brings
justice—or welfare—for the users because it should be more respectful of the
client’s desire instead of the users’ need. The old Mirab was committed to
constructive engagement within the water cycles and to social relationships.
Interactions on an equal footing with the water users was key to achieving shared
objectives for justice. This holistic thinking made him an autonomous and
trustworthy manager to rule the system.

We claim that the regulative rule has meticulously explained the inherent values
of both practices. The new Mirab—as a result of the hydraulic mission—is trying to
win the heart of the client, instead of water users. In addition to efficiency and
machinery-oriented management, the Mirab Company has adopted new norms such
as entrepreneurship, after the recent reforms. The latter is a value which was within
the old Mirab’s holistic thinking as an internal good. In the Mirab Company no one
is responsible ‘to please the user’ but the direction is ‘to respect the user’s
demands’. Obviously, a practice has to confront the rules (structural and directional)
that are barriers to fulfil the responsibilities and will not reach its goal (which sounds
appropriate) if its structure would not fit with the goals. As listed in Table 2, for the
old Mirab a composite range of values—mostly in the virtue ethics context—can be
enumerated, from kindness and gentleness to frugality and we argued there are
unavoidably no synonymous indexes in the new Mirab.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Water-management practice is not merely a collective function but is a well-defined
social activity which entails that this practice existed before we enter into it and
change its norms. For all of the norms, with the Mirab analysis in the distribution of

Fig. 7 The old Mirab structure;
a holistic order
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water, we elucidated their distinctions as a ‘normative practice’ according to the
rules and laws which have already insisted on a specific norm. The normative
practice idea also helped to define what way of thinking and what degree of skills
and tasks (e.g., tasks which are based on hydrosystem development) belong to the
water management practice. The idea appropriately depicts a map and provides a
way of thinking for (water) professionals to show their concerns with regard to
developments that directly affect their practice, e.g. decisions related to allocation
and adjustment of released and diverted water during drought periods for different
area and various purposes. The article argued how one ‘normative practice’
transforms from a holistic version to modernism in a historical time line, a shift
from one Normative Practice to another Normative Practice, in fact. We also argued
that the new Mirab system is a controlled base system with a modernism ethos that
can result in a clash between the ‘structural’ and ‘directional’ rules inside such
normative practice.

To discuss the implications of the aforementioned analysis and to realize that
how the alignment of the practices should be proposed, this conclusion needs to
interpret the direction for a ‘newer’ Mirab practice and the institutional/governance
structure put forward. As it is presented in Fig. 8a, the norms and standards of the
Mirab Company are swimming around and are not reflected into the shareholders’
value (the Company sees them as customers). The arrows show that the direction of
the Mirab Company is not aimed to respect shareholders’ values. It clearly implies
anisotropy between Telos and direction(s). The Mirab Company, now- having more
interrelation but still trying to push its norms and values into the users’ society. The
Company’s reforms (Fig. 8b) have directed the current system to change certain
values, but to change the overall trajectory of that is another structure. The
outcoming tension between the old and new Mirab systems which we analysed does
not belong to the systems they have, rather it is a consequence of the two completely
different value systems. The newer Mirab should be more integrated and coherent.
The old Mirab’s investigation analysis showed how the structural and directional
rationality of a holistic water management system can bring reasonable concordance
between water and surrounding societies in the case of ‘justice’. As such we can

Practice norms 

and standards 

a Mirab Company (Modernist view)

Water 

user as a 

customer 

Practice 
norms and 
standards

The Mirab system  
associated with WUA 

interact with the 
shareholders

Society 

c Newer Mirab (Futuristic view)  

Practice norms and 

standards 

b Mirab Company (Reformist view) 

Water user as 

a shareholder 

Fig. 8 The desired Mirab’s ways of thinking
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model on from the old Mirab system such direction and structure over the newer
Mirab. The arrows reflect the correct performance and as shown in the Fig. 8c, the
pace and reflection of performance of the newer Mirab Normative Practice must be
mutual and reciprocating with the society. To revive the old Mirab values, the
boundaries also ought to be reworked and the decisions should be taken in a more
transparent way.

We have seen the Mirab Company as a sample in the field, which is ‘chained to’
the technology rather than directing communication with water users, and as
Heidegger discussed, ‘we can be freed from this bondage by adopting new ways of
thinking’ and ‘a co[-]evolutionary path to the future’, and a way which sets a
precedence and can increase the values of traditional hydrosystems (Harandi and De
Vries 2014). However, we cannot go back to the old system. Broader values and
norms should be included, in fact back to the old revised system in term of values and
merits which openly interacted with the water context (and society) norms and
standards, and at the same time it would maintain its own configuration (see
Fig. 8c). Modernist (hydro)systems are swimming around (Fig. 8a), based on the
liberalism ethos by means of enterprise routes to sustain it; but indeed, this is a kind
of development trying to sustain among the Hydraulic Mission which dictates what
has to be done. Subverting the modernism does not mean that we should turn our
back on the advantages of modernist relevant to culture of governance but
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sometimes it is necessary to look closely at the rules (of development) within the
involved practices and make sure they makes sense when they interact with the
society. Further, the modernist thinking to achieving environmental and social
developments will require significant contributions from philosophy and social
policy (Schienke and Jesiek 2012) and will need to challenge this question ‘Does
mastery of technology ensure abundance?’ (Nye 2006: 87).

However, the Zayandehrud hydrosystem has the normative practices that at the
same time are helped by other assorted practices. The idea is clearly able to
contribute to exploring capabilities, relationships and achievements of different and
diverse related parties that might have different interests (Fig. 9). We propose to
research the usage of the concept of normative practice to account for the whole
Zayandehrud systems’ practices in future articles. In a more profound view,
normative practice can be considered for analysis of sub-practices, some of which
are maybe part of the others or are juxtaposed. Aside from the Mirab practice,
which we described in this article, the government, the farmers and the engineers
can also be labelled as practitioners of normative practice. They all have their own
rules but they all somehow have to interact with each other. Thus if they all have to
cooperate during the hydrosystem’s development, the rules can clash if each
practice has different rules. This is a socially established complex of related actions,
due to different practices working or sometimes clashing together for which a
characteristic pattern of norms holds. Engineering consultancies and safety and risk
institutes for instance, often deal with very specific issues in the complex
relationships between the interests of engineers, policymakers, the boards, and the
state and local authorities.
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