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Article Info Abstract

Water scarcity in the Karkheh River Basin and Khuzestan Province has, in recent years, moved
beyond a purely environmental and technical issue and has instead become a context for the
emergence of social tensions and violence. This study aims to explain the process through which
water-related conflicts escalate into social violence and to analyze their consequences in the
downstream areas of the Karkheh Basin. Data were collected through 26 semi-structured
interviews with farmers, livestock keepers, and representatives of water-related institutions. The
interviews continued until theoretical saturation was reached, and the resulting data were analyzed
using thematic analysis. The main theme of the study is the “escalation of water-related conflicts
into social violence,” which is organized into five sub-themes: “civil resistance and claim-making,”
“structural violence and inequality,” “physical violence and human casualties,” “psychological
consequences and social disintegration,” and “social and economic impacts.” The findings indicate
that water related conflicts are not only a direct outcome of physical water scarcity but also emerge
within a context shaped by structural violence, perceived injustice, and weak institutional
accountability. Civil resistance represents the threshold between passive acceptance and active
conflict, which, in the absence of effective institutional response, escalates into direct violence and
social fragmentation. By presenting a conceptual model of the escalation process of water-related
conflicts, this study demonstrates that sustainable water crisis management requires moving beyond
purely technical approaches and simultaneously addressing the equitable distribution of water
between upstream and downstream communities, stakeholder participation, institutional
accountability, and the reconstruction of social trust in water governance.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Water is increasingly a source of social
tension and political contestation rather than a
purely environmental or technical issue. In
many regions, scarcity is driven not merely by
hydrological decline, but by unequal access,
competing claims, and the social
consequences of allocation decisions. This
dynamic is highly evident in the Karkheh
basin, a watershed located partly within
Khuzestan Province, where downstream
communities have faced persistent pressure
from uneven water distribution, livelihood
insecurity, and growing local grievances.
Within such a complicated system, water-
related tensions can escalate beyond protests
and demands for fairness toward more severe
forms of confrontation. Recent research
suggests that these dynamics are best
understood not through scarcity alone, but
through the interplay of structural inequality,
relative deprivation, and conflict escalation.
When water access is perceived as unfair, and
when institutional responses fail to address
local concerns, grievances accumulate and
intensify. Over time, this process can erode
trust, weaken social cohesion, and deepen
psychological  distress in  downstream
communities. Yet, despite growing attention
to water conflicts, few studies have examined
how these tensions unfold step by step from
civil claims to social violence, particularly in
the Karkheh basin. Against this background,
this study examines how water conflicts in the
downstream Karkheh Basin of Khuzestan
evolve into social violence and how local
communities experience the resulting social
and psychological pressures.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative design
within an interpretivist paradigm to explore
how water stress in the Karkheh Basin in
Khuzestan Province evolves into social
violence. The interpretivist approach was
chosen because the study aimed to understand
the lived experiences, meanings, and
perceptions of local and institutional actors
involved in water-related tensions. The study
area included the downstream parts of the
Karkheh Basin in Khuzestan, covering

portions of Shush and Karkheh counties as
well as the entire territories of Hamidiyeh,
Dasht-e-Azadegan, and Howeyzeh. These
areas are highly vulnerable due to their strong
dependence on river flow and agricultural
water access. Data were collected through 26
semi-structured interviews with local farmers,
livestock keepers, residents, water managers,
environmental experts, and other institutional
stakeholders. Participants were selected
through purposive and snowball sampling to
ensure that those with direct experience or
close knowledge of water conflicts were
included. The interviews focused on
perceptions of water scarcity, allocation and
distribution practices, conflict dynamics,
institutional responses, and the social and
psychological consequences of water stress.
The data were analyzed using thematic
analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s six-
phase framework. This involved
familiarization with the data, initial coding,
searching for themes, reviewing themes,
defining and naming themes, and producing
the final analytical account. To enhance
trustworthiness, the study applied Lincoln and
Guba’s criteria of credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability.

Results and discussion

This study examined how water-related
tensions in the downstream Karkheh Basin
evolve into social violence and what this
process reveals about the lived experiences of
affected communities. The analysis identified
a central process, conceptualized as ‘“the
escalation of water conflict into social
violence,” expressed through five
interconnected dimensions: civil resistance
and claims-making, structural violence and
inequality, physical violence and human
casualties, psychological distress and social
disintegration, and socio-economic disruption.
One important implication is that inequality
provides the broader context within which
conflict unfolds. Unequal access to water,
inconsistent enforcement of restrictions, and
the marginalization of downstream users
foster chronic resentment among local
communities. Against this backdrop, civil
resistance emerges as the first collective
response. Farmers, livestock keepers, and
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residents initially attempt to address these
grievances through petitions, complaints,
protests, and demands for accountability. The
evidence indicates that local actors do not
immediately turn to violence; instead, they
attempt to use formal and collective channels
to secure fair access and institutional
response. As these efforts repeatedly failed to
produce meaningful institutional responses,
conflict  increasingly  shifted  toward
confrontation. The findings further indicate
that structural violence is not an abstract
background condition but a lived reality.
Interviewees repeatedly referred to unequal
compensation, selective enforcement, and the
limited institutional capacity of vulnerable
farmers to pursue their claims through formal
channels.  These  experiences  deepen
perceptions of exclusion and relative
deprivation, especially when powerful actors
appear to enjoy better access to water or more
favorable treatment. This pattern reflects
hydraulic domination, whereby control over
water resources becomes embedded in
broader relations of power and inequality.
Accordingly, the conflict in Karkheh is not
only about scarcity, but about justice,
legitimacy, and social recognition. Where
institutional mechanisms fail, tensions may
intensify into direct physical violence. The
data include reports of armed threats, violent
confrontations, destruction of infrastructure,
and even deaths linked to disputes over water
access. These cases illustrate that water
conflict can move beyond protest and
grievance into a broader social and security
challenge with serious human consequences.
Notably, the violence observed here is not
random; it is rooted in unresolved structural
tensions and the absence of effective conflict-
resolution mechanisms. The consequences
extended well beyond physical violence. The
study highlights the deep psychological and
social costs of prolonged water conflict.
Interviewees emphasized fear, humiliation,
grief, mistrust, and a growing sense of social
breakdown. Water stress also contributed to
declining livelihoods, debt, forced migration,
and the erosion of village life. As these
pressures accumulated, they weakened social
cohesion and reduced the community’s
capacity for collective action and adaptation.

Consequently, the crisis becomes self-
reinforcing: material insecurity leads to
conflict, and conflict further undermines
resilience.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that water conflict in
the downstream Karkheh River Basin is not
merely a manifestation of hydrological
scarcity. Rather, it represents a socially and
politically constructed process in which
unequal water distribution, institutional
exclusion, and perceived injustice contribute
to the escalation of conflict. Overall, the
findings demonstrate that water conflict in the
Karkheh Basin is a dynamic and multi-
layered process rather than a linear
progression from scarcity to violence.
Although escalation is evident, conflict
trajectories are not uniform; experiences of
violence, psychological distress, and socio-
economic decline may emerge simultaneously
or in different combinations depending on
local social and institutional conditions. These
findings highlight that effective conflict
prevention requires approaches that extend
beyond technical water management and
incorporate transparent allocation
mechanisms, equitable enforcement,
meaningful participation in decision-making,
and conflict-sensitive governance capable of
addressing both material inequalities and
social exclusion.
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4. Compete
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