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ABSTRACT 

A Discourse Allalysis of A/jazeera's Documentary 'Struggle over the Nile' 

Dejene Soja/o 

Addis Ababa University, 2014 

Given the fact the politics of the Ni le is full of tension, mistrust, anxiety, mystery, and 

diplomatic confrontation among the downstream and upstream riparian countries particularly 

between Ethiopia and Egypt since time immemorial, this study examines how Aljazeera's 

documentary series ' Struggle over the Nile ' represents of the Ni le riparian countries that 

attempt to establish their causes over the usage of the Nile river. Post Structural di scourse 

theory is used as the theory and method for the analysis. 

The study uses qualitative approach on the bases of textual analysis, using discourse 

analytical tools. The corpus of media texts is selected based on purposive rather than random 

sampling. [t consists of three documentary series under a major title ' Struggle over the Nile', 

on issues of the Nile River and the relations among riparian countries struggling to secure · 

their share from the river. The method for the analysis of the text is through the three types of 

text analysis, namely analysis of the meaning, the rhetoric and construction of subjectivity. 

This study outlines the fact that documentaries are products of individual rather than absolute 

truth as the filmmaker is in direct control of arranging the sequences, omitting material, 

forming arguments and presenting ideas thus making it important to assess fi lmmaker point 

of view. Due to this fact this study reveals that Aljazeera's documentary demonstrated the 

dilemma of the downstream countries to maintain the status quo that resulted in their fai lure 

to bring the needed cooperation over the use of the Ni le waters. There was a clash between 

the upstream riparian countries ideas of the bringing cooperation. Downstream countries 

expressed an antagonistic approach towards the downstream riparian countries; they opposed 

the modification of colonial agreements of 1929 and 1959. They wanted others to respect 

those legal frameworks as binding. Most of the informants of the documentary episodes were 

from Egypt and Sudan albeit the story affects other Nile basin countries. Therefore, the study 

concludes that the documentarian has to accommodate the interest of both parties in conflict 

to attain objectivity. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Background of the study 

Historically, the po li tics of the N ile is full of tension, mistrust, anxiety, mystery, and 

diplomatic confrontation among the downstream and upstream riparian countries particularly 

between Ethiop ia and Egypt since time immemorial (Daniel, 2010). The Nile, at 6,671 

ki lometres, is the longest river in the world. The Ni le is shared by 10 countries and has three 

main sources: Lake Victoria, one of the largest freshwater lakes in the world, from which the 

White N ile derives; the Blue Ni le; and the Atbara River, both originating in Eth iopia. The 

riparian cou ntries can be distinguished by dividing them into upstream and downstream 

countries. The upstream group includes Burundi, the Democratic Republ ic of Congo, Eri trea, 

Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzan ia, and Uganda, The two downstream countries are Egypt 

and Sudan, 

Egypt has made greater use of the Nile waters than all the riparian countries co mbined. This 

is due to the geographical, historic, and econom ic circumstances which have been obtained in 

Egypt. More than 86 per cent of the N ile waters orig inate in Ethiopia. Hence, Egypt ass igns a 

prominent place to her relation with Ethiopia although it has by no means been always 

constructive. Generally, the bas in has never seen cooperation until recent times, However, 

there has been cooperation between the two downstream countries (Sudan alld Egypt) with 

1959 water shar ing agreement. The upper riparian countries (Tanzania, DRC, Uganda, 

Rwanda, Burundi, Kenya, Eritrea, and Ethiopia) which contribute the entire Nile waters had 

been neglected from any negotiations and agreements on the utilizations of the river by the 

colonial powers. 

The 1929 and 1959 agreements empowered Egypt to use and contro l the water ofthe Nile, 

While the first agreement grants Egypt veto power over any projects involving Nile water, 

the latter allows for full utilization of the resource, obliging Egypt to sharing only IS,S per 

cent of the water with Sudan, Since those treaties placed Egypt in a hydro-hegemonic 

position, Egypt has managed to control the use and co urse of water from source to mouth. As 

a result, the River N ile has no basin-wiele agreement anel governing body, as the major 

international rivers do (Arsano and Tamirat 2005). Recently, in spite of the 1929 and 1959 

agreements, the upper riparian states have challenged Egypt's monopolization of the N ile 

water by taking forward unilateral deve lopment projects. Eth iopia is the main source of the 

Nile waters but it is a country that has made the least use of the Nile waters, Over the past 
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few centuries, the country had fou nd itself in vicious wars waged against foreign 

expansionists and internal rebe ll io ns. Hence, it had neither the ti me nor the resources to 

util ise the Nile waters. However, a succession of Ethiopian leaders have either sought to 

asselt their right to an equitable share of the Nile waters or to carry out various projects in 

different parts of the country including the recently launched the Grand Ethiopian 

Renaissance Hydropower Dam Project. The Project will be the largest hyd roelectric power 

plant in Africa when completed as we ll as the 8th largest in the world. Accordin g to the 

Ethiopian government, as of February 2014, th e dam is 30 per cent completed. 

The potenti al impacts of the dam have been the source of severe regional controversy. The 

Govern ment of Egypt, a country which re lies heavily on the waters of the N ile, has demanded 

that Ethiopia cease constructi on on the dam as a precondi tions to negotiations, sought 

regional support for its position, and some political leaders have discussed methods to 

sabotage it. Egypt has planned a diplomatic initiative to undermine support for the dam in the 

region as well as in other countries suppolt ing the project such as China, Italy, and Norway. 

However, other nations in the N il e Bas in Ini tiative have expressed SUppOlt for the dam, 

including Sudan, the only other nation downstream of the Blue N ile, which has accused 

Egypt of in fla ming the s ituat ion. Ethiopia denies that the dam will have a negati ve impact on 

downstream water fl ows and contends that the dam will in fact increase water fl ows to Egypt 

by reducing evaporation on Lake Nasser (http://en.wikipedia.orglwiki /G rand Ethiopian 

Renaissance Dam, accessed on April 7, 2014). 

This study attempts to examine how Aljazeera as an Arab medi a portrayed and presented the 

controversy of the Nile issues by analysing and applying poststructuralist d iscourse analysis. 

Cons idering the complexity of relations between the two N ile Bas in countries, the resea rch 

rev iews N ile politics and de fining facts that influences the current relations among N ile 

ripari an co untries with particu lar emphasis on controvers ies between Ethiopia and Egypt. 

1.1. Statement of the problem 

The N ile politics is hi ghly complicated and cono·oversial. The Bas in has potential for clean 

energy (hydropower), irrigated and rain-fed agricu ltural production and increasing water use 

efficiency; for preservation and use for eco-touri sm among many other benefits. However, 

the relations between upstream and downstream countries are characteri zed by confrontation 

and consistent struggle to ma intain hegemony over the use of the N ile waters. As fa r as the 

Blue Ni le goes, there are no co mmon agreements that govern the utilization of the river. 
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In most international river basins, upstream countries are able to control the runoff because 

they have the superior geographical location, but the case among the Nile riparian countries is 

different. Egypt, which is the country fa rthest downstream, has always dam inated hydro­

politics in the Nile Basin. The colon ial legacy, the global political climate, lack of 

international investment as well as few military and economic capabilities, the absence of 

coherent water po licies, a weak and unclear internatio nal legal framework, and pol itical 

instabi li ty have meant that upstream riparian countries were unable to assert their water 

interests (Cascao, 2008) . 

To manage these competing interests, all the Ni le riparian srates, includi ng Egypt, took an 

initiative to establish a permanent legal institution which would be responsible for Ni le Water 

governance. Accordingly, the Ni le Basin Initiative (NBI) was established in as an interim 

institution respons ible fo r foundi ng legal and institutional infrastructures. After a decade's 

negotiations, six riparian countries signed the CFA, wh ile Egypt and Sudan refused to s ign 

the agreement in 2010. The media have weighed in these developments. 

Media have the power in constructing and shaping reality. They also playa crucial role in 

interpretin g controversies among the parties. In relation to the on-going complicated relations 

between Ethiopia and Egypt, the media from both sides playa major ro le in interpreting their 

s ides of the story. To thi s end, the current government of Ethiop ia is not happy with the way 

the Arab media report about the country. In its Foreign Affairs, National Security Po licy, and 

Strategy (2002) document the governm ent stated that Arab med ia played a negative role 

either by the ir si lence or by the ir distorted portraya l of Ethi op ia. These problematic relat ions 

were heighteni ng when the Eth iopian govern ment broke off its diplomatic relations in 2008 

with Qatar say in g that the co untry (Qatar) became a maj or source of instabil ity in the Horn of 

Africa. The statement issued by Ethiopian govern ment accused Qatar's host ili ty to Ethiopia 

which included the output of its med ia outlets, a presumed reference to the Aljazeera Arab 

satellite te levis ion network. The Ethiopian government strongly condemned the Qatari 

government saying that it has left no sto ne unturned to cause harm to Ethiopia's national 

security providing SUppO ltS for all groups which are prepared to fo ment instab ility in Ethiop ia 

and undermine the country's security. The government accused the network of servi ng as a 

mouthpiece for armed groups like Ogaden National Liberation Front and Oromo Liberation 

Front (Tsegaye 2008, p. I). 

Against this backdrop, this study sets out to examine Aljazeera's documentary, 'Struggle over 
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the Nile ' which was produced by Aljazeera 's Egyptian journalist, Husse in El razzaz.The 

documentary was aired on Aljazeera Arab ic and Aljazeera English in June 2011 a year after 

Egypt and Sudan refused to sign the CFA and a year after Ethiopia lau nched the biggest 

hydroelectric dam on tributaries of the Ni le. It was again aired in December 2012 while 

Egyptians voiced their concerns on Ethiopia's insistence to construct the GERO. The 

documentary series was also translated into Amharic and aired on Ethiopian Television 

(ETY) with a t itle 'Yeabay Fiticha' , li terally means ' the Ni le confrontat ion. 

Taking account of Aljazeera's ideo logica l position as the defender of the Arab interest and 

bei ng owned by Arab government, study ing how discursively shapes the narrative about th e 

Nile is impOltant. The issue of the Nile has prev iously been explored, fo r example in Muez 

(2012). The study examines the national and international press coverage of Ethiopia's 

dec ision to co nstruct the GERD project on the Nile River. Drawing on a six-month textual 

data, an analys is and interpretation of three news papers, one from each major Eastern 

Nile basin member countries ( i.e., Ethi opi a, Egypt and Sud an) was cond ucted. Bes ides, 

three inform ants, one from each of the aforementioned countries were se lected and 

interviewed, to triangulate the in format ion gained via content analysis. However, this 

study is this study is different from the prev ious study by its methodo logical approach and 

data source. The study exam ines a documentary portraya l of the upstrea m and downstream 

co untries in their struggle to make a poin t on the use of the N ile River using poststructuralist 

disco urse analysis as a method. It loo ks into the iss ue of the N ile cr itica lly exa minin g 

Aljazeera 's representation of countries in confl ict. 

1.2. Objective of the study 

1.2.1. General objective 

The study is guided by a general objective of examining Aljazeera's documentary portrayal 

of the upstream and downstream countries in the ir struggle to make a point on the use of the 

Nile Ri ver. 

1.2.2. Specilic objectives 

The spec ific obj ectives the study sets out to achi eve are the follow ing: 

• To inves ti gate how the relat ions of power between upstream and downstream nations 

plays out in the Aljazeera's documentary series. 
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• To find out how the interests of both groups are di scursive ly constructed on the 

documentary series. 

• To examine how Aljazeera 's documentary employ di scursive strategies used to 

construct sameness and difference. 

1.3. Research questions 

The study will address the fo llowing research questions: 

• How does Aljazeera's documentary represent the interest of upstream anci 

downstream co untries? 

• How does the Aljazeera series play out relations of power between upstream and 

downstream countries? 

• How does Aljazeera's documentary construct the 'us ' and the ' them dichotomy? 

1.4. Significance of the study 

This study foc uses on examin ing how a fo reign med ia treat Ethiopian issues. Thus, it wi ll 

provide an opportunity fo r greater understanding of the particular medium (Aljazeera) under 

study. The stud y would also serve as a springboard fo r others who mi ght be interested in 

studyi ng documentary genres which are produced on local issues. It is worth nothi ng that 

there is a growing interest in th e production of documentaries in the country. 

This study focuses on a documentary prod uced by Aljazeera' s Egyptian journalist Husse in 

Elrazzaz. Th is study examined Eth iopian issues coverage in the Aljazeera English network 

telev is ion. It wo uld have been more inclus ive and sound if it was poss ible to include more 

Arab media outlets within this study particularly on documentaries they produced at the pick 

of the controversy of the Ni le. However, the study mainly focused on Aljazeera English. 

Thus, future studies should examine whether patterns of coverage in Aljazeera is similar in 

any other Arab media or not as thi s research indicates. Bes ides, future studi es shou ld also 

exami ne topics and themes presented on Aljazeera Arabic and Aljazeera Eng lish to get a 

clearer sense of how issues of controve rsies with particular reference to Ethiop ian are treated. 
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1.5. Organization of the Paper 

The thesis contains fi ve chapters. Chapter one presents a general background to the study and 

the research problem, the objectives, the significance, and the scope and limitations of the 

study. 

Chapter two looks at reviews of relevant li terature and under lying theory that shape the study. 

In th is section, bas ic theoretica l perspecti ve on discourse theory and documentary theory are 

presented. It also gives a brief background to the contexts of the hydro-politics and hydro­

hegemony and counter-hegemony perspecti ves in relation to the N ile issues. The theoret ical 

frameworks used in this study combined components of the literature on documentary theory 

and the literature on poststructura list d iscourse theory withi n criti cal/cultural studies. 

Chapter three discusses des ign of the study, the methods and analyt ical approach and 

techniques employed in the study. The chapter a lso explains and justifies the preference of 

qualitative techniques as ways for analysing th e study. 

In Chapter fo ur fi ndi ngs of the study are presented and analysed 111 li ght of the theoretica l 

frameworks. Th is is fo llowed by discussion of fi ndings in li ght of the media discourse theory. 

Chapter fi ve concludes the study and provides so me recommend ati ons. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

2.1. Overview of the Nile River 

The Nile Basin, having the world ' s longest ri ver (6,700 km) is shared among ten countries. 

The riparian countries can be distinguished by dividing them into upstream and downstream 

countr ies. The upstream group includes Burundi, the Democratic Repub lic of Congo, Eri trea, 

Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, and Ugand a. The two downstream countr ies are Egypt 

and Sudan. The two major tributaries of the N ile, the White and the Blue N ile, ori gi nate from 

Lake Vi ctori a and Lake Tana respectively. Atbara River in Sudan is the confluence where 

these two tri butaries meet and officia lly, thi s is where the Nile gets its name. In terms of 

water contribution, the Ethiopian hi gh land sources are by far the largest (86 per cent) 

w ith the White N ile prov iding 14 per cent of all N ile water (Kameri-Mbote 2005). 

The bas in includes two main river systems: the White Ni le, w ith its sources on the Eq uatorial 

Lake P lateau, shared by Burundi, Democratic Repub lic of Congo (DRC), Kenya, Rwanda, 

Tanzania and Uganda; and the Blue N ile/Abay and AtbaralTekeze, w ith their sources in the 

Ethiopian highlands of Lake Tana. The tr ibutaries to the Blue N ile system in Ethiopia 

contribute more than 86 per cent of the N ile waters, while the White Nile contributes only 

about 14 per cent. Moreover, during the flood per iod, 95 per cent of the water ori ginates from 

Ethiopia and on ly 5 per cent from East Africa. Sudan's contri bution to the Ni le water is 

minimal, and Egypt's co ntribution is vi rtually noth ing (Swain, 1997). 

The Bas in has sign ificant potentia l for clean energy (hydropower) developm ent and power 

trade; fo r im provi ng and expanding both irrigated and rain-fed agricultu ral prod uction and 

increasing water use effi ciency; for preservation and use for eco-touri sm of designated 

biospheres which are signifi cant to sustaining g lobal bio logical divers ity. There is also 

potential for broader economic-regional integration, promotion of regional peace and 

securi ty; and most important for jo intl y ensuring the cont in ued ex istence of the RiverNi le for 

posterity through prudent and j udicious utilization (NBl, 2013). 

International ri vers are often the subj ects of treat ies provid ing fo r thei r shared use. States 

shari ng common rivers usually harmoni ze the ir pol icies for the purpose of establishing agreed 

regimes. As far as the Blue N ile goes, while Egypt, Ethiop ia, and the Sudan recogn ize its 

international character, there is no agreed regime governing the actions of the three states. As 
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a res ult, there is no integrated plan for optimum use and development of the waters of thi s 

river, which co uld benefit a ll concerned (Dan iel, 2010). 

2.2. Nile politics 

Some prominent Egyptian leaders, such as former United Nations Secretary-General Butros 

Butros Ghali, said that 'the next world war will be over water, not over oil or land '. Pres ident 

Anwar Sadat also signalled that ' [t]he only matter that could take Egypt to war is water'. 

Moreover, Egyptian Pres ident Hos ni Mubarak has already threatened to ' bomb Ethiopia ' if 

the co untry buil ds any dam on the Blue N ile (Yakob, 2007). However, to date, no war has 

been fought over the Nile's water. On contrary, upstream co untries, including Ethiopia, are 

starting to develop their economies; demands for increased water use have become more 

preva lent, lead ing to the hydro-political situation that the Nil e Basin faces today. 

The po litics of the Nile is full of tension, mistrust, anx iety, mystery and di plomatic 

confrontation among the downstream and upstream ri parian countries since time immemorial. 

Historica l records have shown evidences that demonstrate the occurrence of diplomatic 

struggle and direct military confrontations between the upstream and downstream countries. 

This is partly because of the unfa ir distribution and uti lization of the N ile waters among the 

bas in cou ntries. Several historica l, bilateral and trilateral treaties dating from the co lon ial era 

that addressed water allocation in the Nile River continue to be politi cally relevant to 

co ntemporary negotiat ions. 

In an effort to protect their interests in Egypt, the Bri tish oversaw the s ign ing of agreements 

affecting the use of the Nile River that supported Egypt's downstream water interests over 

those of other Nile riparians. The 1902 Exchange of Notes between Ethiopi a and Bri tai n (on 

behalf of Sudan) prevented Ethiopia from deve loping any construction that woul d alter the 

fl ow of the Nile. In exchange Ethiopia received Brit ish recognit ion of Ethiopian 

independence. Ethiopia later repud iated this agreement in J 94 1. 

The 1929 N ile Waters Agreement between Sudan and Egypt further prioritized Egypt ian 

water needs and purported to give Egypt the right to veto future hydroelectri c projects in 

British co lonies (which then included Kenya, Sudan, Tanganyika, and Uganda) along the 

N ile, (Brunnee & Toope, 2002). According to the text of the exchange of notes the original 

J 929 agreement is between Great Bri ta in and Egypt and while focused on development in 

Egypt and Sudan, the agreement also co ncerns other regions under British contro l. The 
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agreement is generally rejected by Nile riparians other than Egypt. However, Egypt uses the 

international law principle of state succession to argue that this treaty is still valid . Sudan and 

Egypt subsequently replaced the 1929 treaty in 1959 with the Agreement for the Full 

Ut il ization of the N ile Waters, which essentially al located the entire flow of the N ile at the 

Aswan Dam to Sudan and Egypt. Unsurprisingly, th is has caused regional tension amongst 

the other riparians, who invoke the Nyerere Doctrine, and general principles of international 

water law to contest the 1959 Agreement and claim a share of N ile waters (Kn obelsdorf, 

2005). 

The comp lexity of the problem of the equ itable sharing and ut ilization of the water of the 

Nile is underscored by the nature of past agreements which favoured Egypt and the Sudan. 

They entitled both countr ies the right to use the N ile waters and refused to recogni se the right 

of upstream countries to ut ilise the ir water resources (Howell & Allan 1999). The colonia l­

era treaties predominantly benefited the downstream states, Sudan and Egypt, without much 

benefit to the now nine upstream states (B ulto, 2009). The effect of the treaties is to generally 

try to freeze upstream projects to secure a continuous and undi mi nished fl olV of water to 

Sudan and Egypt. Egypt, and to a lesser extent Sudan, have adopted a view co ns istent with 

those treat ies that they have an "historica l" and "natura l" right to the fu ll vo lume of the Nile 

and th at upstream states may not disturb that right by imped ing or otherw ise affecting that 

flow (Bu lto, 2009). 

In direct oppos ition to th is view is the view of Ethi opia, and to so me extent, the other N il e 

riparian states. Ethio pia has argued that it has a complete sovereign ri ght to explo it the waters 

that flow withi n its terri tory. This includes uti li zing N ile waters in a reaso nable and equi table 

manner even if there is a decrease in the quantity and qua lity of flow into Sudan and Egypt, 

(B ul to, 2009). As a result of these geographic and polit ica l circumstances, relations in the 

Ni le Bas in have often been ei ted as an example "of unremitt ing and open contliet, or at least 

incipient and barely camoutlaged competition" (Brunnee and Toope, 2002) 

2.2.1. Nile Basin Initiative (NBI) 

To manage these competing interests, all the Nile riparian states, including Egypt, took an 

initiative to establish a permanent legal institut ion whi ch wou ld be respo ns ib le fo r N ile Water 

governance. Accord ingly, the N ile Bas in Initiative (NB I) was establis hed in as an in terim 

institut ion responsib le for fo undi ng legal and institutional in frastructures. The NB I was thus 

ex pected to smooth the process of bas in-wide negotiation unt il such a time as the cooperative 
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framework agreement (CFA) could be put in place (Mekonnen, 2010). After a decade's 

negotiation, mediated by the World Bank, s ix riparian countries signed the CFA, wh ile Egypt 

and Sudan refused to do so. 

Egypt, Sudan, and Ethiopia all agree to the princip les outlined in the CFA, however, there is 

one point of contention that remains unreso lved and has been put on the back burner. This is 

the issue of how upstream use wou ld influence downstream water security. The CFA defines 

water security as "the right of all N ile Basin States to re liab le access to and use of the Nile 

River system for health, agriculture, livelihoods, production and environment" (NBI, 20 I 0, 

4). Currently, Arti cle 14a of the CFA (20 I 0), states, 

... N il e Basin States recognize the vital importance of water security to each 

of them. The States also recogn ize that the cooperation management and 

deve lopment of waters of the Nile River System wi ll facil itate 

achievement of water securi ty and other benefits. Nile Basin States 

therefore agree, in a spiri t of cooperation: (a) to work together to ensure that 

all states ach ieve and sustain water securi ty ... (P. 16). 

Article 14b is where the contention lies. It was originally drafted to read "not to sign ificantly 

affect the water security of any other N il e Basin State" (NBl, 2010). Al l ripari an countries, 

exc luding Egypt and Sudan, agreed to this language. Egypt then suggested that the art ic le be 

replaced by the fo llowing: "not to adversely affect the water security and current uses and 

rights of any other Ni le Bas in State" (ibid). 

This language attempts to redefine water security in relation to current uses and withdrawals. 

As Egypt's current uses are based on the disputed historical treaties, other riparians have 

objected to th is redrafti ng because it would perpetuate the historical arrangements that they 

have already rejected. As a result of this disagreement, deadlock emerged, prompting the 

s igning of the CFA without 14b and despi te the object ions of Egypt and Sudan . It is unclear 

how this will be resolved or what the effect of CFA will be if Egypt and Sudan co ntinue to 

hold out (Pa is ley and Henshaw, 2013) . 

Emerging Scenarios 

It may be argued that under recent deve lopments, there are several poss ibili ties for further 

cooperat ion and regime format ion. Under global change, due to internatio nal factors and the 

10 



increased pol itical stability in the upstream countries, the N ile Basin is probably fac ing a 

co unter-hyd ro-hegemonic moment. 

This mo ment is the upstream co untries ' s igning of the Cooperative Framework Agreement. 

From this poi nt on, the fo llowing poss ibilities for cooperati on emerge (Cascao 2009b, 71): 

I. Ratification ofCFA and all-inclusive NRBC 

2. Partial rat ification ofCFA and not-a ll- inclus ive NRBC 

a. Approval by Egypt and Sudan 

b. Disapproval by Egypt and Sudan 

3. No ratifi cation, no NRBC, but mult ilateral cooperat ion 

4. No ratification, no NRBC, on ly partia l or non-cooperation 

2.2.2 . Hydro- Hegemony and counter hegemony 

Jacoby (2008) describes a state of hegemony, in wh ich nations are constantly engaged in 

confl ict to atta in and/or mainta in their dominance. The conceptual framework of hydro­

hegemony is similar in outlook, havi ng been deve loped by Ze itoun and Warner (2006) from 

realist theories of hegemony (Gramsci 1971), regimes (Keohane 1982), and power (Cox 

1992; Lukes 2005). 

The conceptual parad igm is referred to as the Framework of Hyd ro-hegemony and exam ines 

the dynamics of hegemony operational at the river bas in level. The framework of hydro­

hegemony is applicable to situations where: there is co ns iderable asymmetry of power; 

co ntro l of the flows is conso lidated by the hydro-hegemon; and competition over water is 

stifled (Zeitoun, 2006a). 

The Framework of Hydro-hegemony is app lied to the Ni le, Jordan and Tigris and Euphrates 

river bas ins, where it is found that current hydro-hegemonic confi gurations tend towards the 

dominat ive form. Hydro-hegemony is hegemony at the river basin level, achieved through 

wate r resource control strategies such as resource capture, integration and containment. The 

strategies are executed through an array of tactics (e.g. coercion pressure, treaties, knowledge 

construction, etc.) that are enab led by the exploitation of existi ng power asymmetries within a 

weak internat ional institutional context. 
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The level of power asymmetry in a river basin is determined by the domination of one or 

several states over the others with regards to the three 'pillars of assessment of the level of 

hydro-hegemony' its 'exploitation potential' (technical capacity to bui ld hydraul ic 

infrastructures), its ' riparian position ' (geographical position), and the levels of its structural, 

bargaining and ideological powers (Lukes, 1974 quoted in Cascao, 2006). It is argued to be 

the case in the Nile River Basin, with Egypt (Cascao, 2006). 

Agure 1. 1. - .The framework of hydro hegemony 
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The three dimensions of power are defined in table 1.1. Structural power is "power as might", 

in other words the abi lity of a state to mobilise capabilities (mil itary might, econom ic 

strength, po litical support, etc.), but also its riparian pos ition. The second dimension of power 

(bargai ning power) refers to control of the rules of the game (Zeitoun, 2006a). It consists of 

narrowing the weaker state 's alternatives to compliance, when confronted with the stronger 

party' s demands (Lukes 2005). Finall y, ideologica l power is the "power to prevent people 

from hav ing grievance by shap ing their perceptions, cognit ions and preferences in such a way 

that they accept the ir role in the ex isting order of things" (Lukes, 2005 in : Ze itoun, 2006: 76). 

Egypt uses the N ile River water more than any other co untry in the basin . It has developed 

extens ive areas of land fo r irri gation in the las t 100 years. Egypt claims to have develo ped a 

gross cultivable area of7.21 million feddans (or about 3.03 million ha) in the Ni le portion of 

the co untry, and uses more than 55.5 billion m3 water annually from the Aswan High Dam 

(Debay, 2008). So far, Egypt has based its N ile-related poli cy on an international water law 

principle known as the law of prior appropriation. The concepts of ' historical rights' , 
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' acqui red rights ' , and 'established rights' are derivatives and extensions of the law of prior 

appropriation . 

Some scholars have argued that the form of hegemony that Egypt exerts in the Ni le Basin is a 

negative type of hydro-hegemony (Zeitoun and Warner, 2006). Egypt's consolidated control 

means that the status quo is in its favour and in order to maintain that contro l, it must engage 

in a number of tactics stich as covert action, coercion pressure, treaties, international support, 

and financia l mobilization (Zeitoun and Warner, 2006). Egypt has previous ly engaged in 

covert actio ns ( 0 destabilize Ethiopia. Daneil (1999) recounts Egypt's attempts to destabil ize 

Ethiopia during President Abd EI-Nasser's reign (Egypt second president, 1956-1970) where 

efforts were made to weaken Ethiopia through Egypt's support of the Eritrean Liberation 

Front (ELF) in its fi ght against Ethiopi a. This war heav ily contributed to the political, 

economic, and social instability in Ethiopia, and by supportin g the ELF, Egypt was able to 

force Ethiopia to redirect its finan cia l resources toward defence which prevented Ethiopia 

from developing its own water resources (Daneil, 1999). Another tactic wh ich hegemons use 

to maintain the status quo is coercion press ure. This is very evident in Egypt's case wh ere it 

has previous ly threatened military ac ti on to ensure that its share of the N ile 's water is 

maintained. However, as prev ious ly described, th is tone has shifted toward one that is now 

more diplomatic. 

International support is another way of maintaining the status quo. During the colonial era, 

Egypt was regarded as a fa vourite of Britain and certainly benefited from that fa vouriti sm in 

the 1929 agreement which granted Egypt 48 km3 of the N ile's flow, while Sudan rece ived 4 

km3. The allocation essentially gave Egypt 97 per cent of the Nile's flo w and allowed it to 

maintai n its acquired rights (Waterbury, 2002). Intern ational support has also mani fested 

itse lf via World Bank policies that give veto power to downstream riparians if the riparians 

fee l that an upstream project will affect the downstream flows. This strategy has been used by 

Egypt in the past to block the implementation of projects in Ethiopia that the Egyptian 

government perceived as being detrim ental to its interests. In addition, fu nding for projects 

from internat iona l donors such as the World Bank is not a neutral process; rather the funding 

policies and priorities " refl ect an unstable ba lance of the professional preference of the 

experts who staff them with the national objecti ves of the ir member states" (Waterbury, 

2002, 26). During the 1980s and 1990s, a number of Egyptians were appointed to the 

environmenta l and in ternational law departments of the World Bank (Allan, 1999), 

suggesting that Egypt had the power to direct various deve lopment projects to its favour. 
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Waterbury (2002) also mentions the importance of the presence of Egyptian water experts in 

key UN agencies, the International Monetary Fund, and the African Development Bank. 

Bilateral treaties are a fourth way to exert influence because they exclude other riparians. 

Zeitoun and Warner (2006) say that bi lateral agreements do not serve to reso lve differences 

because they result in "pre-empting the rights of the non-signatory states" (p. 447). Nowhere 

is this more evident than in the 1959 Agreement as di scussed in a prev ious section. Because 

the 1959 Agreement guarantees Egypt a certai n allocation of water, Egypt has tightly held on 

to it and refuses to re-negotiate its terms to acco unt for Ethiopia 's needs. The Agreemen t 

acknowledges Egypt's historic rights to the Nile 's water and has become " ... Egypt's ' redline' 

for ... negotiations in the basin" (Cascao, 2009, 245). The Agreement is Egypt's starting 

point for negotiations in the N ile Basin and serves as a security blanket because it guarantees 

a certain quantity of water for the co untry (ibid). 

Over many decades Egypt, w ith explicit Sudanese support and implicit international backing, 

has controlled the N ile water fl ow and thus firmly established hydro-hegemony. Through a 

combination of different strategies in the legal, political, and economic realm, Egypt has 

managed to sustain its hegemony and weaken others' position to utilise the vast maj ority of 

the water resources . 

Domestic factors in Egypt, coupled with East Africa' s growing se lf-co nfidence, are slowly 

changin g the power relations in the N il e bas in. Cascao (2009) identifies two major trends in 

the Nile Bas in. that have led to changes in the politi ca l dynamics. The first is the increased 

economic and political stability in upstream ripari ans relati ve to the previous ten years. This 

has led to a des ire to develop water reso urces. The second trend is that upstrea m countries are 

now able to fund development projects without resorting to international donor agencies, 

such as the World Bank. 

In her 2009 paper, Cascao appli ed her counter-hegemoni c framework of ana lys is to the N il e 

River Bas in and critically analysed Ethi opian counter-hegemonic processes against Egypt. 

She identified seven co unter-strategies : i) reactive diplomacy, ii) act ive diplomacy, iii) 

cooperation, iv) mobili sing international fundin g, v) the construction of expertise-based 

knowledge, vi) discourse alternati ves, vii) claim on legal princip les. 

Ethiopia's ability to access external fundin g to unilaterally develop its water reso urces 

represents a significant change in the dynamics within the N ile Basin. This ab ili ty is 
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essentially a way of challenging Egypt's hegemony. Eth iopia has been able to use Chinese 

funding to build large-scale dams fo r hydropower on the Tekezze-Atbara River. Plans also 

exist to complete the Tana-Beles Irrigati on Scheme in the Blue Ni le basin, also with Chinese 

investment (Cascao, 2009). These uni lateral deve lopment proj ects send politica l messages to 

downstream ripar ians that the status quo can no longer be accepted (Cascao, 2009). Cascao 

(2009) describes these unilateral projects with external funding as "the end of the enduring 

monopoly on N ile water by the downstream riparians and the current regime in the basin," (p. 

256). The implications of this unilatera l deve lopment are that Ethiopia can jump start its 

water resou rce development without input from Egypt. 

Another strategy that Ethiopia has been engaging in to counter Egypt's historic hegemony 

has been to use active diplomacy. In 199 1, Ethiopia signed a pact with Sudan which 

stipulated the two countries would cooperate on the Bl ue N ile and Atbara Rivers. Ethiopia 

also entered into a bilateral ag reement with Egypt in 1993 (Casciio, 2008). Ethiopia has also 

asserted its pos ition in the N ile Bas in by s ign in g the Cooperat ive Framework Agreement. In 

so doing, it has a ligned itself with the upstream countries and is send ing a message that 

Egypt's ins istence on mainta in ing the status quo is unacceptable. Ethiopia has made its 

posi tion on internationa l water law known (Cascao, 2008). Since the CFA includes the 

principles of equ itab le and reasonable use and no signifi cant harm , Ethiopia has asserted its 

stance. 

In addition to echoing the pr inciples of internat ional water law, the NRBC 's legal status 

presents an opportunity for Ethiopia to serve its interests by pursuing more counter­

hegemonic strategies. Since know ledge increases power, Ethiop ia has been developing its 

expertise and knowledge of water reso urces in order to counter Egypt'S historic hegemony 

(Cascao, 2008). According to Cascao (2008), the CFA is the strongest counter-hegemonic 

tactic and cha llenge to Egypt' s hydro-hege mony that the upstream discourse coal iti on has put 

forward. Considering that the CFA has not yet been rat ified, its impact, once in place, 

remains to be seen. However, the creation of a permanent joint river commiss ion wh ich 

would have the power to lega ll y re-a llocate the Ni le water now is the ulti mate express ion of 

chang in g power re lations and diminishing Egypt ian hydro-hegemony. 

2.3. Alj azeera 

AI Jazeera was born on I November 1996 with the stron g financ ial support of the Qatari 

government. Nearly one hundred and forty million do llars were poured into its fou ndation for 
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the first five years by the Emir of Qatar (M iles 2005). To date, Aljazeera has been sponsored 

by the government and does not have the direct commercial pressures that other news 

channels have. Beside the strong finan cial support, when the BBC Arabic Project fa iled 

suddenly on April 1996 and left about 250 BBC-trained Arab journalists unemployed, 

Aljazeera ga ined sol id professional and personnel backup by employing the staff( ibicl). 

Aljazeera put much effort in the fo llowing ten years into expanding its viewership around the 

world. It launched its English-language webs ite in March 2003. In the summer of 2006, 

Aljazeera English (AlE), the world 's first 24-hour English news channel headquartered in 

the Midd le East, was launched to cover the estimated over one billion English-speakers 

world wide. Its four broadcasting centres in Doha, Kuala Lumpur, Lond on and Wash ington 

DC, cover the latest news in turn within a day 'fo llowing the sun' (Bussiness, 2006). 

Some scholars note that Al lazeera is the most popular and most controversia l news network 

in the worl d (Mi les, 2005). A ljazeera has produced both pra ise and cri ticism. Western media 

and governments critic ized A ljazeera as anti-American and even pro-terrorist. The 

controversy generated mostly in the US has overshadowed the journalist ic practices of the 

channe l. US officials like Vice President Dick Cheney and the Defence Secretary at the time, 

Donald Rumsfeld, said that the network 's journalistic practices were "infl ammatory, 

irresponsible and frequ ently mis leadin g" (cited in Cohen 2009). "We are being blamed fo r 

accurate ly report ing w hat is go ing on in the world from an Arab perspect ive," responded AI 

lazeera offi cials (ibid). 

2.3. 1. Aljazeera and Pan-Arabism 

Arab media d iscourse has been later developed to adopt the notion of al-Qawmiyya (Pan­

Arabi sm), which moved away from the state contro lled bou ndaries into Arab national ism, 

promoting Arab unity and Arab interests. The notion of a l-Qawmiyya a l-Arabiya would uni fy 

all Arabs, irrespective of their relig ion or geographical boundaries (AbuKhalil 1992). The 

discourse of al-Qawmiyya reached its peak during the rule of Gama l Abdel Nasser who came 

into government a fter the Egyptian revol ution in 1952. 

After the Egyptian revolution of 1952, Gamal Abdel Nasser launched his radio Voice of the 

Arabs (VOA) which sought to promote his ideas of Arab nation lism (Lahlali , 20 11 ). The 

radio was also used as a potent tool of communication to mob ili se the Arab public to rise 

aga inst imperia li sm, airi ng anti-colon ial messages (James, 2006) . However, some pro-
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western Arab governments could not escape the wrath of Nasser ' s new radio, which gathered 

momentum and starred broadcasting for 18 hours per day (James, 2006). The death of Abdel 

Nasser in 1970s marked the demise of his d isco urse of al-Qawm iyya. Instead of foc us ing on 

the Arab global culture and language, Arab media adopted a more localised discourse 

approach, which has often been in line with national governments ( ibid). 

AI Jazeera distinguished itse lf by its attempt to reach out to a large Arab audience, discuss ing 

issues that are press ing in the Arab and Muslim world, in general , and the conflict-ridden 

Middle East, in particular. Not only are Arab issues prominent on the network's news and 

discussion programs, but the very issue of Arabness is paramount. Accordi ng to Suleiman AI 

Shammari (2006), A I Jazeera plays off and even feeds an Arab nationa list trend in its 

viewers. Th rough some of its programs and talk shows, " the channel promotes an Arab 

nationalist discourse wrapped in a democratic style which makes it easy for viewers to 

palate" ( ibi d). But Hirst (2008) argued that A ljazeera is no Sawt A I Arab. It may be vaguely 

reminiscent of the heyday of Nasser's Arab nationalism but it is very different for "neither in 

style nor content can AI lazeera be compared to Cairo's Vo ice of the Arabs ... but some 

regard it as its closest successo r. 

Thi s new notion of Arabism manifests itself to a certa in degree in the very image the network 

projects of itse lf-its staff, its lan guage, its name, and its location (Lahlali , 2011). Aljazeera 

employs people from various Arab nations. Its staff, some of whom came out of the BBC 

Arabic service, is Arabs from almost every corner of the Arab world, w ith no apparent 

domination of any single group. A ljazeera has come to play an important ro le in broadenin g 

pan-Arab interaction. As such, it proj ects an incl usive identity which crosses nat ional 

boundaries. The pan-Arab overtones are not only subtle, but different and less contrived 

(ibid). fn many ways, A ljazeera has reinvigorated a sense of common destiny in the Arab 

world and is even encouraging Arab un ity, so much so that pa n-Arabism is being reinvented 

on this chann el. As a pan Arab sate ll ite broadcaster, Aljazeera caters to a transnational 

regiona l audi ence that may be heterogeneous in some ways, but is nonethe less bound by 

language, culture, hi story, and to a lesser extent religion and geography (Lahlali , 20 II). 

2.3.2. Alj azeera and Ethiopia 

Aljazeera 's coverage of world issues has been the source of much controversy for yea rs. As 

an outlet broadcasting from the Midd le East it has been accused by many cr itics, especiall y in 

the West, of an anti-western bias. Being the leading news channel in the Middle East and its 
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coverage of the recent and current unrests in the Arab world has on ly reinforced that. On the 

other hand, A ljazeera is labelled by some in the Middle East as, supporting western 

governments and being an agent of the CIA because it presents the views of western leaders, 

and was the fi rst Arab network to interview top Israeli officials (Kim & lang, 2004). The 

Egyptian government ban ned the channel through the uprising for a few days on the grounds 

that it was de liberately inciting violence and unrest in the co untry (el-Nawawy, 2003). 

Aljazeera scholar Mohammed el -Nawawy (2003) contends that criticism from both the Arab 

and wes tern world demonstrate that Aljazeera is a creci ible source of information . "The 

co mm on understandin g in the news business is that if you anger both sides you must be doing 

something right" (p. 56). 

Similarly, A ljazeera 's coverage of Ethiopian issues has been controversia l for years. It is to 

be reca lled that in 2008, Ethi op ian govern ment broke off its diplomatic relat ions with Qatar 

say ing Qatar became a major source of instability in the Horn of Africa. The government in 

its statement said Qatar's host ili ty to Eth iopia "included the output of its media outlets", a 

presumed reference to the Alj azeera (Tsegaye, 2008) . The statement c ited Qatari suppo rt for 

Eth iopia's arch-foe Eritrea and backi ng for groups in Somalia where Addis Ababa has 

thousands of troops fi ghting lslami st insurgents. 

On the other hand, the view of Ethi opian publ ic is varied on Aljazeera 's reports. The 

Ethiopian oppos itions want Aljazeera to publicize the plight of a substantial segment of the 

popu lation for fa irness, equ ity, the ru le of law, j ustice, religious and civ ic freedom, anti­

corrupt ion and empowerment, despite the fact that Ethiop ian government once labelled 

Aljazeera as destruct ive element (Ak log, 201 3). 

In re lat ion to the on-goi ng complicated relatio ns between Ethiopia and Egypt, the media 

which support the interest of one s ide or another playa major ro le in interpreting situations. 

However, the current government of Ethiopia is not happy with the way the international 

medi a portrayed the country, parti cularly th e Arab media. In its Foreign Affairs, National 

Security Policy, and Strategy (2002) docum ent, the government of Ethiopia states that the 

Arab media played a negative ro le by either their silence or their distorted portraya l of 

Ethiopia. 

This research attempts to exami ne how A ljazeera as an Arab med ia portrayed and presented 

the co ntroversy of the N ile iss ues in its documentary 'S truggle over the Ni le' . 
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2.4. Theoretical Frameworks 

2.4.1. Post-structural Discourse theory 

The focus of this study is to analyse how Aljazeera portrayed the controvers ial issues of Nile 

on its documentary series ' Struggle over the Nile' . Post-structural discourse theory 

contributes to an analysis of the 'how-question' for this study. This section introduces the 

main re levant analytical instruments of the Post-structural d iscourse theory namely disco urse, 

hegemony and social antagonism and agonis m. 

Poststructural ist Discourse theory is originally founded on Laclau's and Mouffe 's classical 

work " Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Towards a Radical Democratic Politi cs, (1985). In 

this book, they developed discourse theory, building on Post-Marxism and Post-structuralism. 

They took concepts like antagonism and hegemony used in Post-Marxism, which were 

developed by Gramsci (189 1- 1937) and the co ncept of signifier fro m post structuralism. They 

enl arged th e scope of d iscourse ana lys is to include a ll social practices, effect ive ly making 

discourses and discursive practices syno nymous with systems of social re lations. 

Post-structural ist discourse theory prov ides a serious challenge to mainstream theory, such as 

rat ional choice theory, in spite of the theory havi ng been described as "young, open, and 

unfinished research" which does not "constitute a fu lly- fl edged paradigm with a distinctive 

set of theoretical concepts, research strategies and methods" (Torfing, 2005: 3). However, as 

Torfing emphas izes, post structural d iscourse theory has already in different ways had a 

s ign ificant impact on the soc ia l sciences in general and on political sc ience in particular. 

" Poststructuralist discourse theory is a tool for analysing the more or less institut iona li zed 

rules and meanings that cond ition the po li tical construction of social, po li t ical and cultura l 

identity," (ibid, 153). 

In re lat ion to thi s study about Nile politics, post structural discourse theory contains a range 

of concepts and arguments that seems helpful in order to analyse the documentary. The works 

of Lac lau and Mo uffe are organized around three basic concepts, discourse, hegemony and 

social antagon ism (Torfin g, 1999).These three key concepts complete the theoretical 

framework for this study. Discourse theory wi ll provide us with tools to analyse texts, the 

concept of hegemony will provide us with a way to analyse how the discourses are utili zed in 

the ideological battle to achieve hegemony, whereas social antagonism and agon ism will help 
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us in the analysis of the construction of the ideo logies. The next section explains these three 

key concepts. 

2.4. 1. Key concepts of Post-structu ral d iscou rse theory 

Discourse 

The co ncept o f d isco urse has been defined differently ranging from conversation between 

two persons to entire social systems. Here, the co ncept imp lies that all objects and meanings 

are shaped by a commu nity of social actors (Howarth, 2000). D isco urse is a system of 

meanin g and accordingly, there is no such th ing as an objective tru th or meani ng beyond a 

disco urse . Thus there is nothing outs ide of discourse. I-I owa rth (2000) ex plai ns the co ncept of 

discourse as fo llows: 

Discourse is defi ned as concrete systems of social re lati ons and practices 

that are intrinsically poli tical, as their formatio n is an act of rad ical 

instit ution, wh ich invo lves the construction of antagonisms and the draw ing 

of po litical frontiers between "insiders" and "outs iders" (P: 4). 

Discourses always involve the exercise of power, as their constitution involves the exclus ion 

of certai n poss ibi li ties and a consequent structuri ng of the relations between different soc ia l 

agents (Howarth, 2000). Discourse invo lves pol itica l frontiers between two or more systems 

of meaning. Discourse is a contingent and histo rica l construction, thus in our study of 

disco urse we have to confine the ana lys is in space and time. It also means that di scourses are 

always vulnerable to those po li tical fo rces excluded in thei r producti on, as well as the 

dislocatory effects of events beyond their control (l-Iow3l1h: 2000). 

Torfing (1999) defi nes discourse as "a relat iona l ensemble of s ign ifying sequences that 

prov ides the conditions of emergence of any meani ngful object and as "a differen tia l 

ensemble of signifying sequences in which meaning is constantly renegot iated" (Torfin g, 

1999:85). The concept of signi fier has its roots in Saussure's theory (Howarth : 2000). 

Accord ing to him, the bas ic e lements o f a language are signs. Signs un ite a sound-image 

(signifier) and concept (signifi ed). Language comprises a sys tem of linguist ic and conceptual 

forms whose identities are not fi xed by reference to objects in world, but by their internal 

d iffere nces . 
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There are three kinds of signifier; first there are some s ignifiers which have a fixed meaning, 

for example the s ign ifi er " tree". The second kind of signi fier is a floating signifier. It is a 

signi fi er that is overflowed with meaning because it is articu lated differently wit hin different 

discourses. According to Laclau and Mouffe ( 1985) every discourse is constituted as an 

attempt to dom inate the fie ld of discoursivity by expanding signifying chains which partiall y 

fi x the meaning of floating signifiers. The th ird kind of signifier is an empty signifier. An 

empty s ignifier is a s ignifier without a signified. A signifier is emptied of any prec ise content 

due to the sliding of the signifi ed under signifier (Torfing, 1999). 

Nodal points 

A noda l poi nt is a signifier that other sign ifiers are related to and get their meaning in relation 

to it. Lac lau and Mouffe ( 1985) define nodal points as follows: 

Any d isco urse is constituted as an attempt to dominate the fie ld of 

discurs ively, to arrest the fl ow of d ifferences, to construct a centre. We will 

call the privileged discursive points of this partial fi xation, nodal points" 

(Page, 112). 

Nodal points are not characterized by a supreme density of meaning, but rather by a certain 

emptying of their contents, which faci litates their structural ro le of unifying a discursive 

terrain (Torfing, 1999). A short definition of a nodal point is "an empty s ignifier that is 

capab le of fix ing the content of a range of fl oating signifiers by articulatin g them within a 

chain of equiva lence (Torfing, 1999). 

Dislocation 

Dislocation is central within discourse theory, because the creation of new hegemonic 

projects or rearticulation begins with dislocation. Dislocati on happens when the structure is 

"unstable" and the known relationships are changing to a new one (Laclau 1990). 

Undecida bility 

Undecidability is the name for the unrecoverable dilemma which occurs under who lly 

determ inate c ircumstances. Laclau pa id attenti on to three different levels of undecidabi lity. 

The first leve l has to do with the am bi guity of fl oating s ignifiers, whic h stems from the fact 

that certain sign ifi ers have different meanin gs in different contexts (Torfin g, 1999: 62). 
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Articulation 

The word "to articul ate" means, according to Oxford Advanced DictionalY, to be related to 

something so that together the two parts form a whole. Laclau and Mouff (1985) use 

articulation in slich way: 

. .. articulation any practice establi shing a relation among elements such that 

their identity is modified as a res ul t of the art iculatory practice. The structured 

totality resu lting from the art iculatory practice, we call discourse. The 

differe ntial pos itions, insofar as they appear articulated within a discourse, we 

wi ll ca ll moments. By contrast, we wi ll call an e lement any di fference that is 

not discursively articulated (P. 105). 

Laclau and Mo uffe argue that all ident ity emerges thro ugh the disarticu latio n or re­

art iculation of s ignify ing elements. Hence they define articulation as any practice establ ishin g 

a relation among elements so that their identity is modified as a res ult of the articulatory 

practice. Articulation here is as a practice that establishes a relationshi p between elements. 

The identity of elements is modified as a resul t of this articulatory practice. 

Elements and Moments 

This articulatory practice can appear fro m differe nt positions that Laclau and Mouffe called 

for moments . Moments are necessary parts of a who le; fo r exam pl e, the co ncept 

" individualism" is a moment which is a part of liberalism. Moments can be redefined through 

different arti cul ations. There is a difference between moments and elements; elements have 

not been discursively arti culated but they are open to different meanings. 

Hegemony 

Hegemony mea ns leadership, authority and infl uence for, example, i.e. of one co untry over 

other groups of countries. Thus, we ca n talk about the hegemony of the USA after the end of 

the Co ld War in 1989. Within discourse theory, the concept of hegemony means the 

hegemonic articulation to achieve mora l, intellectual and political leadership. Torfi ng ( 1999) 

further defi nes the co ncept hegemony as foll ow: 

The concept of hegemony is just another name for politics, but one 

which emphas izes the construction of identity, and conceives val ues and 

beliefs as an integral part of such an identity. Within this perspect ive, iden tity 
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is not the starting point of politics, but rather someth ing that is constructed, 

maintained or transformed in and through poli tical struggles (P. 82). 

The notion of hegemony originally comes from Marxism. Lenin saw hegemony as the 

dominance and leadership of one class in re lation to the rest of society. B ut Gramsc i (Politi cal 

Writing, 1977) changed the content of the notion of hegemony, showing that political and 

moral- inte ll ectual leadership in a soc iety invo lves the art icu lat ion of a variety of ideo log ica l 

e lements. Accord in g to Gramsc i, a po litical force becomes hegemonic insofar as it succeeds 

to transgress its own interests and present itself as the expression of a collective will , i.e. a 

nat ion al and popular characte r. In other words, hegemonic practices link different identities 

and po litica l forces together to create a new social order. (Torfi ng, 1999) states that the 

hegemoni c practi ce is not a passive consensus but legi timates actions. 

Hegemony incl udes elements of force and repression because the articulation of the 

discursive e lements takes place in a confli ct of power (To rfing). Thus, we can de fin e 

hegemony as: 

.. . the expansion of a discourse or set of discourses, into a dominant hor izon of 

soc ial orientation and action by means of arti culat in g unfixed elements into 

partially fixed moments in a context cr isscrossed by antagonistic forces 

(P.I 0 I). 

An intervention of hegemony has been successful if one discourse became dominant where 

there was a conflict before. Hegemoni c practices take place through the expansion of 

discourse that partiall y fixes meaning around nodal points. Hegemony brings us fro m the 

undecidable leve l of Ilon-totalisable open ness to th e dec idable level of discourse. In practice 

hegemony is revealed by being unqu estioned and accepted discourse. 

Laclau and Mouffe (1985) argued th at hegemoni c practices should depend on two co nditions; 

firstl y, the ex istence of social antagonism and secondly, instabi lity of the political boundaries. 

If hegemony invo lves antagonism and is a form of politics, it fo llows that po litics is 

inextri cably linked to social antagon ism (Torfing, 1999). 

Hegemonic articulation ulti mately invo lves some elements of force and 

repress ion. It involves the negati on of identity in the double sense of the 

negati on of alternative meanings and options and the negation of those people 
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who identify themse lves with these meanings and options. The negati on of 

identity tends to give rise to social antagonism (P. 120). 

Hegemonic practices presuppose a social fi eld criss-crossed by antagonisms, and the presence 

of contingent elements that can be articulated by opposed po li tical projects striving to 

hegemonise them. According to this model, the major a im of a hegemonic project is to 

construct and stabilize systems of meani ng i. e. , Hegemonic fo rmat ion (Lac lau and Mo uffe, 

1985). Hegemony is always the resul t of articulation, which consists of li nking together 

diffe rent discursive elements in ways that always affect these e lements. Any hegemoni c order 

can be challenged. The condition for hegemonic articul ati on is social antagon ism or social 

agonis m, which I w ill now expla in in detai l. 

Antagonism and agonism 

The constructi on and experience of socia l antagonism and its transformat ion to soc ial 

agonism is central to Lac lau and Mo uffe 's (2006) theory of discourse. Antagonisms are 

understood as the clash of socia l agents with mutua lly constituted identit ies and interests but 

"Agonism removes the violent and destructive aspects from the antagonistic and transfers the 

enemy-other into the adversary order" (ibid) . Laclau and Mouffe argue that soc ial 

antagonisms occur because soc ial agents are unable to realize their identities and because 

they construct an "enemy" who is deemed responsible for this failure . An antagonism is seen 

to occur when the presence of another prevents me from being totall y myse lf (Howart h, 

2000). The task of the di scou rse analyst is to desc ribe th e way in which the ident ities of 

age nts are blocked, and to chart the different means by wh ich these obstacles are constructed 

in antagonistic terms by soc ial agents. Torfing (1999) explains: 

The unity of a discourse is estab lished by social antagoni sm. Soc ial 

antago nism is a res ult of the exc lus ion of d iscurs ive elements, the diffe rential 

character of which is collapsed through their articulation in a chain of 

equ ivalence. The chain of equivalence expresses certain sameness but the on ly 

thing the equiva lential elements have in common is that they pose a threat to 

the discourse in question (P. 305) . 

Social antagonism will exist when a group of people feels threatened by others. Thus, they 

construct a cha in of equivalence whi ch is an ti to the discourses of th eir oppos ite group. 

Antagonism introduces soc ial experiences that cannot be accounted for by any pos itive or 
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essentialist logic of society. In other words, th is antagonism will not necessarily lead to more 

rationalism or comprom ises. Laclau and Mouffe state that an antagonism are not internal but 

external to the social and constitutes the limits of objectivity. However, in a situation of 

social antagonism, the external threat is the central one constituting the sUbj ectivity. 

The original co nception of social antago nism is the external enemy that prevents identity "A" 

from becomi ng fil ily constituted (Torfing, 1999). "Anti-A" negates the A but what is negated 

in soc ial antagonism is always already negated by a set of dislocati ons. T herefore, the result 

is the negati on of negation. In other words, an identi ty is di slocated as long as it depends on 

an outside that denies that identity but provides a condition for an identity. " Social 

antagonism is undoubtedly a double-edged sword, as it co nstitutes and sustains social identity 

by position a threat to that very identity" (Torfin g, 1999: 131). 

Chains of equivalence 

The logic of equivalence constructs a chain of equ iva lential identities among different 

elements that are seen as express ing certa in sameness (Torfing, 1999:301). Chain of 

equivalence constructs a constituti ve outside that threatens the di ffe rentia l log ic of the 

discourse in question; however, when thi s d ifferential system is confronted with an outside 

threat it w ill tend to emphas ize the sameness of the threatened moments and thus create 

chains of equiva lence. 

Agonis lll 

Agonism implies a deep respect and accept towards the other; indeed, the Greek ' agon' refers 

most directly to an ath letic co ntest ori ented not merely toward victory or de feat, but 

emphasizing the importance of the struggle itself - a struggle that cannot exist without the 

opponent. Notabl y Mouffe (2005) has been working on the notion of agonism. "While 

antagonism is a we/they relation in wh ich the two sides are enemies who do not share any 

common gro und, agoni sm is a we/they relat ion where the conflicting parties, although 

acknowledging that there is no rat ional so lution to the ir conflict, nevertheless recognize the 

legitimacy of their opponents. They are ' adversaries' not enemies. This means that, wh ile in 

confl ict, th ey see themselves as belonging to the same politica l associati on, as sharing a 

comm on symbolic space within whi ch the co nflict takes place. " We could say that the task of 

democracy is to transform antagonism into agonism" (Mouffe, 2005:20) . 

25 



Mouffe argued that even in a si tuation of social antagonism, conflicting groups should not 

reject their opponent and create friend/enemy relationsh ips. Rather, they should work on a 

friend/adversary re lationsh ip. "A n Adversary is an enemy, but a legitimate enemy, one wit h 

whom we have some common ground because we have a shared adhes ion to the ethi co­

po litical principles of democracy; liberty and equa li ty. " (Mouffe, 2005: I 02). This type of 

agonist ic relationships was called "agonistic pluralism" or "an agonistic model for 

democracy". Mouffe (2005) introd uced the concept "Politics" advocating for an agon isti c 

relation in a democratic soc iety. 

Mouffe (2005) defined "Politics" as "a set of practices and institutions through which an 

order is created, organiz ing human coex istence in the context of conflictuality provided by 

the political. According to this definition, "politics" is abo ut an agonisfic relation. Politics 

aims at the creation of unity in a context of confl ict and diversi ty; it is always concerned with 

the creation of an ' us" by the determination of a 'them'. The agonistic relation is a struggle 

between adversaries, in which the " politics" dimension is to establish an o rder and organ ize 

human coex istence. IdeOlogies have the central ro le forcreating a soc ial antagonistic or 

agonistic re lation. Next section discusses the concept " ideo logy". 

Ideology 

The traditiona l notion of ideo logy has bee n understood generally as manners of think in g, 

ideas, characteristics of a person, group, etc., especially as forming the basis of an econom ic 

or polit ica l system. In other wo rds an ideology is an organi zed co llection of ideas. A lthusser 

(1993) defines ideology as our li ved imaginary re lat ion to the soc ial rea l ity: ideology turns 

individua ls into subjects and has a real effect that can not be fa lse. Laclau and MoulTe 's 

theory of ideology (1985) is that it is misrecognition, but not of a true reali ty since rea lity is 

disc urs ively constructed ; rather ideo logy is misrecogni tion of the contingent and undec idable 

cha racter of the social world in totalizing ideo logica l myths and soc ial im aginaries . 

Ideology, objectivity and hegemony are used alm ost synonym ously w ithin poststru cturalist 

discourse theory. In public discuss ions, some ideas seem to arise more often than others. For 

social scientists, one way of expla ining such instances of common opinion is by the presence 

of an ideo logy. Every soc iety has an ideo logy that fo rm s the bas is of the " public opinion" or 

"common sense", a bas is that usually remains invis ible to most people within the society. 
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Torfing (1999) defined the concept of ideology as a totalizing and reductive aspect of 

discourse that involves the consti tutive non-recognition of the contingent and precarious 

character of disc ursive ly constructed identities. Ideology constructs the real world in terms of 

a set of fully constituted essences and tends to deny that these essences are con ti ngent 

res ults of po litical dec is ions taken in an undec idable terrai n (Torfing 1999: 116). Ideo logy 

invo lves a forgetti ng of any ultimate ab il ity that prevents clos ure and ensures the lim ited and 

precarious character of the decidable fo rms of soc ia l identity. 

Ideo logy is a core theory in discourse analys is, especia lly when dea ling with med ia discourse. 

Ideo logy ca n be viewed as a way of representing the wor ld . In this sense, our views of the 

world are ideo logica lly and symbolica lly constructed . Ideology is co nsidered to be a 

multi d imensional concept. It has norm ative and pOlitical dimension . Van Dijk describes 

ideo logy as ' ... the bas is of the social representations shared by members of groups. This 

means that ideo logies a ll ow people, as group members, to organize the multitude of soc ial 

beliefs about what is the case, good or bad, right or wrong, fo r them, and to act accord in gly ' 

(Van Dijk I 998b). 

Ideology is reserved to describe the des ire fo r total closure by politica l projects and 

movements; it consists of the non-recognitio n of the precari ous character of any positivity, of 

the impossi bi lity of any fin al structure (Laclau 1983 :24 in Howarth 2000: 123). 

Myth and social imaginary 

According to Laclau and Mouffe, ideo logies can also fun ction as a "myth", when defined as a 

princ iple of read ing of a given situation. The condi tion of emergence of myth is structural 

dislocat ion, and the fu nction of myth is to su ture the d is located space by means of 

constructing a new space of representat ion (Torling, 1999). The role of myth is essentiall y 

hegemoni c: it involves formin g a new objectivity by means of the reart iculation of the 

dislocated elements (Torfing: 1999: 115). A myth is a metaphor for an absent fu ll ness i.e. a 

fullness which cannot be rea lized at present. A myth is thereby transformed into a soc ial 

imaginary. The notion of myth and soc ia l im aginary conceptua li ze the ideo logica l forms of 

d iscourse that aim to constru ct soc iety and soc ia l agency as pos itive and fli lly sutured 

identities . 

Di scourse theory provides tools towards an analysis of their N ile politica l positi on of 

upstream and downstream countries it offers the element of "social imaginary" and '\myth" 

27 



and how the constitutive outside and a chain of equi valence of the inside have been 

constructed. The interest of this study is the analys is of ideological conflict between the 

upstream and downstream Nile riparian countri es portrayed on documentary series to ach ieve 

political and mora l hegemony over the use oflhe Nile waters. 

2.4.1.2. Discourse theory and the media 

On all occasions, Laclau and Mouffe's po litica l identity theory is used as a theoretical 

framework to analyse media related identities. From a discourse-theoreti cal viewpoint, med ia 

are seen not just as pass ively expressing or reflecting social phenomena, but as specific 

machineries that produce, reprod uce and transfo rm socia l phenomena. For th is reason, 

Torfi ng (1999) criticizes the class ica l sender-receiver-model, inserting a disc ursive dimensio n 

on each of the. levels of the mode l, thus posing questions about the discursive nature of the 

meaning of the message, of the identity of real and wou ld-be communicators, and of the 

identity of rece ivers. The signifier audience, for instance, cannot be understood in isolation 

from a number of discourses that attempt to construct the audience as consumers, citizens or 

masses. 

Preliminary version of a research agenda can be fo und in Torfing's (1999) chapter on 

discourse theory and the media. He distinguishes three domains where discourse theory can 

be pu t to wo rk: ( I) stu dying discourses about the media and the ir place and funct ion in 

society; (2) focus ing on discourses of mass media, i.e. on the form and content of the 

discourses produced by the media; (3) defining media as discourse. 

2.4.2. Documentary theory and practice 

Documentary theo ry and practice have been somewhat margina lized with in contemporary 

media studies and fil mmaking. Accordingly, much of documentary theory is concerned with 

differentiating between its object of study and the more dominant mainstream practice of 

fic ti on fi lm. Bill Nichols has discussed documentary fi lm in terms of "discourses of sobriety" 

- namely discourses of economics, pol itics, sc ience and history (Nichols, 2001, p. 39). 

Initia ll y, th is genre of fi lm privileged an expositional and informative style that was li nked 

wi th being truthful and objective, rather than using creative and imaginati ve co ntent (Renov, 

2004). 

Michael Renov in his book 'Theorizing Documentary (1993) sates that the concept of the 

docum ent and its adjectivisation as a documentary has a genealogy that can be linked to 
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historicity, based on the two roots of the term, one fro m Latin and one from Old French. The 

original Latin word, 'docere', means the abi lity to teach, i. e. the consc ious transmi ss ion of 

something that can be learned. The Old French root denotes "evidence or proof'. Renov 

(2004) defines the documentary fo rm as "the more or less artful reshaping of the histor ical 

world," in which four modalities or functio ns may arise, which he call s rhetori cal/aesthetic, 

which make up the documentary text. These are to record, reveal or preserve; to persuade or 

promote; to analyse or interrogate; and to express. 

More than half a century ago (in 1948), the World Union of Documentary es tablished the 

followin g definit ion of a documentary: 

Documentaries are a ll methods of reco rding on celluloid any aspect of reality 

in terpreted either by sincere and j ust ifi able reconstruction, so as to appeal 

either to reason or emotion, for the purpose of stimulating the des ire for, and 

the widening of human knowledge and understanding, and of truthfull y pos ing 

problems and their so lutions in the spheres of economics, culture, and human 

relations (quoted in Leon, 1999:63). 

In his theoretical work, N ichols (1991) suggests an open and rather unorthodox defin ition of 

documentary based on a multiple perspective. I-Ie believes that the docum entary is a protean 

institution, cons isting of a corpus of texts, a set of viewers and a community of practitioners 

and convelllional practices that are subject to hi stori cal changes. He thereby sees the 

documentary as a co nceptual shift in film theory, as it is not mere ly defined simply in term s 

of the argument, the purpose, the form , sty le and production methods, but instead he defines 

it by its changing nature as a soc ial construct. 

Since its very beginning, thus, documentary has been perceived as one of the most 

appropriate ways for spreading ideas and ideo logies, e ither for or aga inst the mainstrea m 

position. This is mainly due to the assumptions that characterize the public's reception of the 

genre: as Nichols argues, even when we acknowledge th e creative activity that informed the 

movie, we still tend to consider single shots and sounds as pure documents of a reality that 

we co ul d have observed ourse lves. This osci ll ation between trust and d istrust depends on the 

close kinship that documentary holds with those nonfictio nal systems that can be ca lled 

"d iscourses of SObriety" . N ichols (1991) also po ints out that systems such as science, 

economics, politics, education or re li gion are based on the assumption that they have 
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instrumental power, and that their discourse should effect action and entail consequences in 

the rea l world : 

Discou rses of sobriety are so bering because they regard their relation to the 

real as direct, immediate, and transparent. Through them power exerts itse lf. 

Through them, things are made to happen. They are vehicles of domi nation 

and conscience, power and knowledge, desire and wi ll (Nichols, 1991 :25). 

Concerns about ethics in docum entary film are not new, bu t they have intensified over the 

past several years in response to changes in the industry coupled w ith a lack of co mmon 

standards to reference. The chal lenge in creati ng these fra mes of references lies in 

relationships between documentary fi lm and journal ism. Maccarone (2010) draws attent ion to 

th e res ponsibility that filmmake rs have for thei r subjects by rais ing questions of standards in 

documentary film. To Nichols, documentary film is "an institut ional practice" that has rules, 

co nstraints and conventions that have been developed over time by documentarians. If 

N ichols is correct in his assessment that there is a social institution that loosely "governs" th e 

practice of makin g doc umentary films, then there is a strong foundat ion for requiring 

standards of ethics, just as we do for the practices of other soc ial institutions. 

N ichols (1992) defines relationships between news and doc umentary film as derivative. The 

scholar suggests that documentaries as well as news aim to inform the audience, to te ll the 

truth about the world. Winston (2000) uses journa lism as a vehicle for speaking abo ut ethics 

in docu mentary fi lm because both claim to represent real ity and hold tightly to the idea of 

truth te ll ing. He suggests that documentary film has long been said to borrow from 

jou rnalism. 

Documentary film and telev ision deal with rea lity in a more direct way than fictional 

narratives. Televis ion documentaries have to be as objective as poss ible and are grounded on 

thorough inquiries, including interviews, audience surveys and investi gations for relevant 

material in as many archives as possible. They can co nta in interview ele ments, visualizations 

in the form of graphics, experiments and demonstrat ions, and sometimes the author of the 

telev is ion documentary appears in front of the camera interviewing experts or speaking 

di rectly to the audience (Hickethier, 1993). 
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Accord ing to Elli s and McLane (2005) the documentary can be distingui shed from fi ction by 

fi ve distinct characteristics. These are ( I) subjects (2) purposes, viewpoints or approaches (3) 

forms (4) production methods and techniques and (5) experience offered to viewers. 

(1) Subjects: Doc umentaries are primarily about topics broader than ind ividual concerns, 

feelings, relationships and actions. They normally invo lve "public matters rather than private 

ones. People and places in them are actual and usually contemporary," (E ll is and McLane, 

2005: 2) 

(2) Purposes: Documentaries are not made wilh the intention to entertain or to make 

audiences feel good. Their goal is to inform by passing on information with the hope 

th at viewers will make better life choices (E llis and McLane, 2005 : 2). 

(3 ) Forms: Rather than "creating content" documentaries extract and arrange its material from 

ex isting life ex periences. Though any film wi ll have a structure, documentaries "do not 

employ plot or character development as means of organization as do fict ion ti lm makers," 

(Ell is and McLane, 2005: 2). 

(4) Production method and technique: It is not jusl a matter of "what" is used in documentary 

that matters but also the modus operandi or the "how" of capturing the foota ge th at is also 

taken into account. Basic rea listic elements such as shooti ng on locati ng instead of shooling 

in stud io, us ing natural li ghting instead of artifi cial light and using non-actors rather than 

professional ones are all examples of documentary's production methods (Ellis and McLane, 

2005 : 2). 

(5) Audience response: Ellis and McLane (2005) emphas ize that documentaries offer 

audiences more than just an "aesthetic ex perience" but also "an effect on attitudes, poss ibly 

lead ing to action ." Aud iences of documentary do not respond so much to the artist or 

the maker of the film as they do to its subj ect matter (Ellis and McLane, 2005: 3) . 

These characteristics are all in agreement with those values first championed by John 

Grierson who is also known as the father of the documentary mode as he was the first to 

theorise and give life to the documentary form (Ell is and McLane, 2005: 353). However, 

there are definitions which allude to a more specific style in qualifying a doc um entary. 

Cons idering the fo ll owing statement by Paul Wells: 
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A non-fiction text use actuality footage, which may include the live recording 

of events and relevant research materials (i.e. interv iews, statisti cs, etc.). Th is 

kind of text is usually informed by a particular point of view, and see ks to 

address a particular social issue whi ch is related to and potentially affects the 

audi ence (quoted in Nelmes, 1999, P. 212) 

Howeve r, as much as documentary theorists and fi lm scholars agree that documentary 

resemb les fiction in many ways (perform ance, narrative construction, narration, ideo logy, 

diegetic/extra-diegetic so unds, so und effects, structure), many also agree that doc umentary is 

not fi ction. Bi ll N ichols (200 I : 198) for example ca lls it "a fic tion unlike any other. " 

2.4.2.1. Categories of documentary 

A more co mprehensive mapping of documentary fi lms has been created by Bi ll Nichols 

(2010). N ichols ad mits that each docum entary film does not necessarily fa ll into one mode 

but can consist ofa combination of modes. At the same time, the nuidity of the modes opens 

up the poss ibi lity for a variety of interpretations fo r documentary fil ms. These modes serve as 

a skeletal framework that individual filmm akers fl esh out accord ing to the ir own creative 

di spos ition" (N ichols 20 I 0: 143). The fo llow ing summarizes features for each of the six 

Nichols' modes of documentary film: 

I. The poetic mode exhibits Modernist characteristics typified by the qua li ties of 

fragmentat ion, emotionalism, express iveness and ambigu ity. 

2. The expository mode 's purpose is to disseminate information or to persuade. Images 

and footage are used to strengthen spoken narrative. A common feature is an 

auth oritat ive voice-over as used in news and TV programs. 

3. The observationa l mode uses film footage to chron ic le a scene as it occu rs. Seeking to 

be objective, the unobtrusive camera takes on the role of the audience, watchi ng and 

observing the action. 

4. The partic ipatory mode re lies on interviews, co ns idering them to be a cred ible so urce 

of know ledge about the subject. 

5. The refl ex ive mode focuses on the act of filming to apprise the viewer of the 

fi lmmaking process. An example is when one camera film s a recording sess ion taken 

by another camera. 
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6. The performative mode is identified as being subjective. Performed acts with an 

emot ional intensity or uniqueness of vision are recorded to express the director' s 

personal vision or enhance the narrati ve . 

2.4.2.2. Documentary Films liS Rhetorical Tools 

Alongside this sociocultural aspect, an "aesthetic" dimension - this incl udes the ed iting and 

is identifi ed by Corner ( 1986) as ' the rhetoric' of the documentary - plays a ro le in the 

impossibility of neutrali ty. Accordi ng to Corner, each set of aestheticlrhelOrical devices 

within the range of documentary discourse (e.g. types of shot, forms of voice-over, 

conventions of interv iew method, editori al combinations of vis ion and sou nd, verite 

seq uences, use of mus ic, etc.) bri ngs potential pleasure to the viewer, thus ob li terati ng 

objective perception ( ibid .). Underlying this new approach is the assumed impossibility of 

neutrality, endorsed by many scholars in the field when discussing the sociocu ltural 

dimension of documentaries: 

Documentary is inescapab ly an expression of the social relat ionships of its 

prod uctio n and reception. The central for our understandin g of the rhetoric of 

docum entary, for the "how" of documentary construction is inseparable from 

the "why" of its accounting, and the rhetoric of neutrality generates the 

paradox of the imposs ibility of neutrality (Chaney & Pickering 1986: 31, 

quoting Dorothy Smith). 

Documentary films are appealing because they show a d ifferent perspective of everyday life. 

Through this new experience people learn about past events, struggles, or hero ism. Such 

films are an art form that contains much more than Hollywood special effects. Two qual ities 

of documentary films that make them important to communication scholars are powerful 

narrati ve and perce ived realism (Schowalter, 2000). 

Powerfulllllrra!ivc 

Like many fi lms, documentaries utili ze narrat ives to persuade th e audience to fee l or thi nk a 

certain way. Narrative quali ty is measured by the internal consistency of the storyline, the 

quality of the ed iting, and the formatting qual ities of the film. Narratives reflect popular 

culture and infl uence the audience by portraying stories of in fluentia l people, popular topics, 

or known tragedies. Narratives are important in showing how the emotive qua li ties of the 

art ifact are success ful in persuad ing the viewer (Schowalter, 2000). 
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Docume ntaries can provide narrat ives tllat describe complex po litical, social or 

environmental issues. Analysing these powerful narratives contributes to the ways scholars 

can comprehend documentary films. Uncovering the po litical themes in movies can be 

achieved by following Bill N ichols' method ( 199 1), which "distinguishes between two fo rms 

of argument in documentary. Perspective 'is the view of the world implied by the se lection 

and arrangement of evidence,' while commentary ' is the view of the world stated by the 

fil mmaker or social actor recruited to the film '" (P. 90). The role of the critic is to identify the 

narrat ives in order to illuminate the messages th at the filmmaker w ishes to convey to the 

aud ience. 

Perceived realism 

Unlike many Ho llywood films, documentaries are " real" in that they claim to present 

aut hentic or truthful accounts of history. The filmmakers' choices influence the believa bili ty 

of a fi lm. Kerrigan and Mcintyre (20 I 0) contend that " for [a] documentary, it is about the 

documentary filmmaker ' s ability to ethically, truthfully, and skilfully capture and record a 

version of actuality on screen and use that to construct a narrative scree n-based real ity" (p. 

11 7). Documentaries' perceived rea lism and ab ility to construct reali ty on the screen 

contri butes to their persuasiveness in popular culture. Doc umentary film s re fl ect the rea l 

world , but it is important to acknow ledge th at they mani pulate reali ty through their attempts 

to represent it. 

Audience expectat ions and assumptions contribute to the film 's credibility. A documentary 

film is more believable because of the factual data it presents. Perceived realism influences 

an aud ience's abili ty to absorb the fil m's message and in format ion. LaMarre and Land rev ille 

(2008) believe, " in terms of perceived external realism (i. e., degree of simil arity between the 

message and reality), a ll of the documentaries were interpreted as more factually realistic 

than fi ctional film s about the same content. 
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CHAPTER THREE : RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Qualitative a pproach to research 

As ind icated above, the usage of discourse analysis entai ls an intertwini ng relationship 

between theory and method. The methods used have to be close ly connected to the theory and 

the research aim. This requires a methodo logical approach that makes it possible to analyse 

texts in quest for d iscourses as well as to analyse the meanings and representati ons that the 

different disco urses intend to fix . In th is regard quantitative research method is found to be 

less re levant in this study. Thi s study is a typica l qu alitati ve research that investigates how the 

Ni le ri parian countries which battle fo r ach iev in g hegemony over th e N il e Rive r rep resented 

in Aljazeera's documentary series 'S truggle over the N ile' . Qualitative analys is empl oying 

textual analys is was considered the most su itable method to understand the ideo logy, 

meaning creation and co nstruction of the fil ms and examine the kind of representations 

encoded by Aljazeera. 

The qualitat ive analys is methods app licable to analys is of med ia content incl ude text 

analys is, narra tive analys is, rh etorica l analysis, di scourse analys is, interpretative ana lys is and 

semiotic analysis, as well as some of the techniques used in literary studies such as cri tica l 

analys is, accordin g to l-l ijams (1996). Within the broad hermeneut ic tradition concerned with 

text ana lys is, there are two main strands particularly re levant to qualitative content analysis. 

T he corpus: Sampling a nd selection criteria 

The corpus of ·media texts is based on purpos ive rather than random sampli ng. It consists of 

three documentary seri es under a major title' Struggle over the Ni le', on issues of the N il e 

Ri ver and the relations among riparian cou ntries stru ggli ng to secure their share from the 

river. This documentary was directed and produced by A ljazeera's journali st Hussei n 

Elrazzaz, an Egyptian ci tizen. The English and Ambic vers ions of the series were aired on the 

same days on A I Jazeera Arab ic and AI Jazeera English, in June 201 I. It was ai red again in 

20 12 when the co ntroversy over the use of N ile was heightened fo llowing Ethiopia's dec ision 

to di vert the course of the N il e Ri ver for the co nstruction orthe Grand Ethiopian Renaissance 

Dam which met strong oppos ition from Egyptian government. The documentaries are 

available on Alj azeera's website and youtube. Thi s type of docum entary be longs to a genre 

that can be categorised as the genre of politi cally committed doc umentary. A lthough every 

documentary can arguab ly be linked to a specifi c polit ical ideology, what di fferent iates the 
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politica lly com mitted documentary from the res t of non-fi ctional films is its overtly 

po liticised purpose together wi th, as in this case, the known political stand of the text 

producer, in thi s case the producer is an Egyptian citizen who has stake in the issue of the 

N ile. 

Documentaries can provide narratives that describe complex poli t ical, social, or 

environmental iss ues. This study aims to investigate the stated documentary from a rhetorica l 

perspective to understand how it framed the co ntested groups in a part icul ar issue. Thi s study 

seeks to explore how the documentary ' Struggle over the N ile ' represent the two parties in 

controversy and utilize this popular media to entice people to the rivalry and cooperation 

among N ile riparian countries as well as holV they effective ly act ivate and ma nage meanin g 

for the vi ewer. 

3.2. Discourse Practice analysis ll pproach 

Discourse an alys is is meant to provide a hi gher awareness of the hidden motivati ons in others 

and ourse lves and, therefore, enable us to so lve concrete problems, not by prov iding 

unequ ivocal answers, but by mak ing one to ask onto logica l and ep istem ological questions 

(O lson 2007). Thus, it wi ll not provide abso lute answers to a specific problem, but enable one 

to understand the conditions behind a spec ific problem and make us realise that the essence 

of that problem and its resolution lie in its assumptions, the very assumptions that enable th e 

ex istence of that problem. It can be appli ed to any text, that is, to any problem or s ituat ion. 

Critical ana lys is reveals what is go in g on beh ind our backs and those of others and which 

determ ines our actions. It does not argue for or against the validity and truth of a certain 

research method, statement, or va lues, but focuses on the existence and message of texts and 

locate them with in a historica l overcome various forms of power over or to gain an 

appreciation and social context. 

Discourse analysis has however much to say about media production, media content and 

reception. It ca n give us insights into how (unequal) power relationships are understood by 

media profess ionals, how they are represented within media texts and how audiences 

unders tand these asymmetrica l relati onships. With its foc us on text an d ta lk, di scourse 

analysis Scan further our understanding of how language helps to perpetuate unequol 

relationships of power. As Deacon et ai , (1999) state: 
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Discourse Analysis can show these processes at work in the realm of natural 

language by pointing to attempts to close meaning down, to fix it in relation to 

a given position, to make certa in conventions self-ev idently correct, to do 

creat ive repa ir work when something becomes problematic, and to make the 

subj ect positions of discourse transparently obvious without any visible 

alternatives (P. 154). 

The concept of discourse is immense ly popular with post-modernists in terms of how they 

undertake med ia analysis, the postmodern perspective has proven itse lf to be blinkered in 

terms of examining the increasingly concentrated nature of media ownership and how eli te 

gro ups continue to influence and shape media content. Devereux (2003) points out: 

... it can be used to examine how media texts are structured and how they may 

ultimately function at an ideo logica l leve l. It can also be used to analyse the 

discou rses employed by both med ia profess io nals and media aud iences in the 

production and recept ion of media texts (P. I 07). 

Discourse ana lysis studies rea l and often extended, instances of social interaction which take 

partially linguistic form. It is a resource fo r people who are try ing to cope with the al ienating 

and disabling effects of changes imposed upon them. With its critical views on the 

representational funct ion of texts, Discourse Analysis shoul d be a fruitful approach to the 

study texts in the documentary. 

3.3. Analytical strategy 

The foc us of the strategy is how one should analyse the texts with in discourse ana lysis. The 

method of this study bui lds on post structural di scourse theory. Broadly, under the labe l of 

discourse analys is there is a vast nu mber of research approaches . Discourse analysis does not 

constitute a single unitary approach, but rather a constellation of different approaches (Lea, 

1996). There are the refore no standard approaches to exam ini ng texts, but rather a variety of 

ways of how to proceed. As stated by Phi lli ps and Jorgensen (2002), there is no clea r 

consensus as to how to analyse discourses (texts) and 'different perspectives offer their own 

sugges tions'. Accordi ngly, in this study adopts a discourse analys is approach that 

incorporates different analytical tools based on different perspectives with the aim to bring 

new insights to the analys is. Howarth (2005) explained three kinds of textua l analys is that are 

useful for th is work. They are the analys is of 1) meaning, 2) rhetoric and 3) the construction 
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of subjectivity (Howarth, 2005) . Hereunder I explain these three kinds of text analysis that 

are the methodological structure for this study. 

3.3.1. Analysing the meaning 

In the analys is of meaning, we are concerned with noda l points and floating signifiers . How 

shou ld we look fo r the nodal points? A nodal point is a "centre" of a discourse in th e sense 

that other elements get their mean ing in relation to the nodal point. In other words, the 

method used to discover the nodal points is to find the "centre" of each discourse, to which 

all argum ents in the end would be referred. There can be several nodal points within a 

discourse. The nodal points are empty signifiers because they are over-coded wi th meanings 

that cance l each other out. A study of the discourses' of the Aljazeera's documentary 

suggests that " right" is one of the main nod al points, and the other concepts such as histori c, 

acquired, legal and sovereign get their meaning in relation to "ri ght". 

3.3.2. Analys ing the rhetoric 

The logic of rhetorical alticu lation of floating signifiers shows the hegemon ic battle. In this 

research, the analysis of rhetoric wi ll co ncern the battle to achieve mora l and lega l ownership 

of the N ile River between the upstream and down stream countries. Hegemony here means a 

situation in which a part icular meaning becomes the universal one (Laclau, 1996). Hegemony 

is limited in tim e; therefo re, the hegemony is a project for a period of time in hi story. The 

major aim of hegemonic projecls is to construct and stab ilize a system of meani ng or 

hegemonic formation (Howarth, 2000, Ladau and Mouffe 1985: 142). On a social level, such 

formations are organized arou nd the arti culation of noda l poi nts, which underpi n and 

organize soc ial order (Howarth, 2000). The mean ings of these pri vileged co ndensations are 

partially fi xed on a particu lar set of signifiers. Hegemonic practices link different identities 

and politi ca l forces together in order to create a new social order. To analyse th is hegemonic 

battle, one should observe the ideology-the myth and soc ial imagi nary- of the discourses that 

sugges t a new soc ial order. 

3.3.3. Analysing construction of snbjectivity 

Discourses are intrinsica lly political ; this is because their creation involves the formation of 

antagon isms and the establishment of polit ica l frontiers between ' ins iders ' and 'outs iders' 

(Howarth, 2000). According 10 van Dijk' s ' ideo logical sq uare ' it is very likely lhal the 

informatio n suppressed refers to something negat ive about the authority or, conversely, to 
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something positive about someone or somethi ng in opposition to the authority. Gene rally 

one-sided picture of the issues discussed and fits in what van Dij k (1998) has ca lled the 

'ideological square ': " 1) express/ emphasize information that is positive about Us;2) express/ 

emphasize information that is negative about Them; 3) suppress/de-emphas ize information 

that is positive about Them; 4) suppress/de-emphasize inform ation that is negative about us". 

Thi s study is especially informed by van Dijk' s (1998 b) discuss ion of the concept of group 

ideologies. The main soc ial funct ion of these ideo logies is -the coordination of the soc ial 

practices of group members for the effective rea lization of the goa ls of a soc ial group, and the 

protection of its interests (van Dijk, p. 24). Accord ing to van Dij k, especiall y when 

con fl icting group interests are invo lved, the typical content of group ideo logies tends to be 

structured in a polarized way: -Self and Others, Us and Them . .. We are 'Good ' and They 

are 'Bad ' (P. 25). The polarized structure of group ideo log ies might res ult in the polarization 

of disco urses so that the in-group and their friends o r allies receive positive description, whi le 

the out-group and the ir frie nds or allies rece ive negative descri ption. The mass med ia could 

also be the s ite where dominated groups, provided they get access to it, can cha llenge the 

current soc io-political dominance (Garrett & Bell, 1998). 

3.4. Summery 

The method of this study builds on post stru ctural d iscourse theory. The data for thi s study is 

three documentary series. I analyse the texts through the fl oating signifiers "acquired" and 

"sovere ign" aro und the nodal point ' right. The method for the analysis of the text is through 

the three types of text analysis, namely analysis of the meaning, the rhetoric and construction 

of subj ectivity. The analysis of the meaning focuses on the noelal points anel the arti culated 

elements to fi x the meanin g of the fl oating signifi ers. The analys is of the rh etori c focuses on 

the ideo logies and the key co ncepts of myth and soc ial im aginary. The ana lysis of 

construction of subj ectivity is di vided into two; 1) construction of ideas that focus on the 

construction of " inside" and "outs ide", cha ins of equivalence and constitutive outs ide. 2) 

Constructi on of politica l strategies that fo cus on the identification of the "outside" as 

"enemy" or \'adversary". 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION 

4.1 Ove."View of the documentary se ries 

The Aljazeera English's documentary is the main source for this research. It has its three-part 

series, under a major title "Struggle over the Nile". The three documentaries, Master no more, 

Legacy of dispute, and Tension and Suspicion, were aired on the same days for first ti me in 

Ju ne 2011 both on the Aljazeera Arabic and Aljazeera English channels. They were written, 

directed and produced by Aljazeera 's Egypt ian journali st Hussein Elrazzaz. 

The first episode, Master no more, in the three-part 'Struggle Over the Nile ' series examines 

attitudes towards the river in a country (Egypt) where 95 per cent of the populat ion li ve along 

its banks and thei r fea rs that other Nile basin countries will cha llenge their historic ~o ntro l 

over its waters. The documentary narrates Egyptian efforts to control and be a master of the 

Nile - seeking to tame the river's unpred ictab le flo w and ensure exclusive control over its use. 

Egyptians poet and political analysts describe their countries historical ties with the river 

Ni le. They said Egyptian civilization is inextricab ly linked with Ni le. The narrator sa id 

Herodotos's description of Egypt as a 'gift of the Nile ' is fitting. Further, Everton Fox, 

Aljazeera's Mythologist reaffirmed the po int saying without Nile Egypt is a land of barren 

and desert. Early explorers and adventurers were also interested to find the so urce of the Ni le. 

According to the docum entary, Egypti ans believe the Nile is unquestionably th eir river above 

and beyond any other Nile Bas in country. The two Ni le agreements also stated Egyptian 

histori c right over the use of the river. But today, upstream countries are challenging thi s 

dom inance and pushing for a greater say and greater share of the River N ile. Since 1960s 

African nations gained independence and challenged agreements which were signed when 

they were under colonial rule. To thi s day, Egyptians regard the 1929 and 1959 agreements as 

technica lly bi nding and they have refused to sign a new cooperati ve framework that rev isits 

the usage of Ni le waters. 

The documentary revisited Egyptian efforts to control the Nile that included the constru ction 

of the Aswan High Dam. Aside the dam becomes a source of pr ide and presti ge to Egyptians; 

it inflicted greater harm to communities particularly to Nubians who lived in southern Egypt 

and north Sudan. The effo rts to build big dams on Nile Ri ver the documentary sa id causes 

negative impacts. In the interview, Lorry Pottinger, from International ri vers USA said 

"Africa's large dams have not reversed poverty, they have not dramatica lly increased 
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electricity rates, they have not dramatically improved water supply for people living there ... 

What they have done is help create small industrial economy that tends to be companies from 

Europe and elsewhere and so these benefits are real ly concentrated in a very sma Ii elite." 

However, African countr ies continue to build hydroelectric power stations on the N ile river to 

meet chronic power shortages they have, statecl in the documentary, With the exception of 

Egypt which has o nly 2 per cent shortage of the electric ity other N ile riparian countries face 

chronic electr ic power shortages . Accord in gly, Sudan (70 %), Eth iopia (85 %), Kenya (86 

%), Tanzania (89 %) and Uganda (9 0 %) don ' t have electri c power supply. Egypt does not 

oppose hyd roe lectric dams in the upper riparian countries but it wi li not allow upstream 

co untries to build dams that will reduce the amou nt of water reaching Egypt, accordi ng to 

informants of the documentary. An Egyptian military analyst said " if someone is going to 

stop the water, Egypt wil l die ofthirs!. Then we wi ll fi ght ... with ali mea ns avai lable." 

Table 2. Informants ofthe documentary, 'Master No More' 

Interviewees Nationality Position 

Abdo Shagar Egy ptian Farmer 

Abdul A li Elshafe i Egyptian Egyptologist 

Abdu l Monean E lgemacy Egyptian Fayoum University 

Bassan Elshamma Egyptian Political Analyst 

HallY Raslan Egyptian Po li tica l Analyst 

Hassam Swai lam, Egyptian Mili tary ana lys t 

Mamd ouh Hamza, Egyptian Consultant Engineer 

Moneer Bes hir, Egyptian Nubian activist 

Nader nolll' Eldin, Egypti an Agricul ture Expert 

Aba Dawit Ethio pian Ethiopian Orthodox Monk 

Meles Zenawi Eth iopian Prime Minister 

John Nyaoro Kenya Director of Water resources 

Thonas Gutu Kenyan Fisherman 

Terje Tvedt, Norwegian Bergen Univers ity Norway 

Abd ul MajId Mohammed, Sudanese Nubian activist 

Ibrahim Rifai ) Sudanese to ur guide 
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Egypt does not need to enter in any agreements as there was not any project that affects its 

interest. History of suspicion and riva lry is not only on Nile but beyond the greatest river 

itself. A source of sustenance, but also one of tension even potential confli ct the documentary 

concluded. 

Table 3. lnfonnallts of the documental')', Legacy of Dispute 

Interviewees Nationality Position 

Ayman Abdul Wahab 44: Egyptian political analyst 

Hany Raslam Egyptian Political analyst 

Mohamoud Abulu Zaid Egyptian Former Minister of Irrigati on 

Rifaat Elsa id Egyptian Po litical analyst 

Asfaw Dingamo Ethiopian Ministry of Water resources 

M wamutsya Ndebesa, Kenya Makerere university 

John Nyaoro , Kenyan Director of Water resources 

Telje Tvedt, Norwegian Bergen Uni versity Norway 

Atem Yaak Atem South Sudanese Journalist 

Loro George Lej u Lugor South Sudanese Minister of Agriculture 

Alsadek Elmhacly, Sudanese Former Prime M inister 

Maymollna Hanz8, Sudanese Nile University 

Sharaf Elidin Bannaga, Sudanese Consultant 

Yahia Abdul Majeed, Sudanese Former Minister of Irrigation 

Beatrice Atm Ugandan Member of parliament 

Maria Mutagamba Ugandan Minister of water and environment 

Dane Kenedy University USA George Washington Uni versity 

The final episode, Tension and SUsp,c,on, 111 the three-palt Struggle over the Nile series 

explore the impact of Egypt's geopoli tical rivalry with Israel and Ethiopia on the Nile. The 

documentary states the Ni le is at the centre of geopol itical rivalry in the region. At its heart is 

Egypt, where suspicions about former enemies (s howing Israe li flags) and tensions with an 

age-old civilisation (showing Ethiopia 's pictures) reveal deep-seated fears about wate r 

scarc ity and los ing control of the river. 
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Ari f Jamal, Sudanese Nubian University of California, Berkeley 

Frank Muram uzi Ugandan Environmental ist 

Simon D'Ujanga Ugandan State Minister of Energy 

Toto Kloza Ugandan To ur guide 

Everton Fox USA Meteorologist 

Lorry Pottinger, USA International rivers USA 

Peter Boshard, USA International rivers USA 

The second episode, Legacy of dispute, examines the histo rical fasc ination with the Nile and 

the forces that shaped the way it is used today. It has two segments. In the first part of the 

doc umentary the narrator shed light on historical roots and present-day realit ies of the 

strugg le over the Nil e. It started by rev iewing keying historica l events: about ex ploration of 

the Nile, which led the co lonization of Afri can territories including the N ile basin . During the 

colonization periods most of the agreements and treaties on the use of the Nile waters were 

intended to protect the in terest of the co lon izers, in this case the British. 

By 1902, Britain contro lled Uganda, Sudan, and Egypt - the whole area around Lake 

Victoria. It al so contro lled Kenya. And they had an agreement with Eth iopia which secured 

the Diue Nile waters for Egypt and the Sudan. So in fact, by 1902, Britain was the ru ler of the 

whole Ni le basin. The documentary furth er argued that the way th e British deve loped Nile 

co ntrol increased the reg ional inequalities in the Nile basin . At the same tim e, it is also very 

imp0l1ant to acknowledge that the British were the first to rea lly approach the whole Ni le 

basin as one planning un it - as one hydrological un it .. . Brita in was an imperia l power with 

imperi al strategic concerns. They also played power politics in the Ni le basin of course. 

Egypt and Britain entered into agreements in 1929 to secure the fl ow of the Nile River to 

Egypt there to protect Britain 's economic interests. Other riparian countries were not the 

party of the 1929 and the 1959 agreements now challenging those agreements which give 

privileges to Egypt and to some extent to the Sudan. Upstream countries see th e past 

agreements as the colonial reli cs and dema nd a new share of the Ni le agreement. However, 

Egypt says its share is negligible and non-negotiable. The interviewees from Egypt argued 

that upstream countries have more water resources whereas Egypt is so lely dependent on 

Ni le. On the other hand, upstream co untries argued the rainfall is unpredictable and the Nil e 

is also their own resollrce emanated from their territo ries. The documentary co ncluded that 
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The documentary starts in reviewing the early efforts of establishing Jewish state in Sinai 

desert with plan to divert the Nile River through Suez Canal to Al Arish near to Pa lestine. 

Britain rejected the plan because it would affect her cotton farm production. But diverting the 

Ni le to Sinai was not abandoned at all. Sadat used the Ni le waters as bargai ni ng chi ps to gel 

back the Arab lands lost to Israel in Arab- Israel war in 1979. Consequently the Plan to divert 

to Sinai was implemented by Sadat's predecessor Mubarak. Some speculates Israel was the 

target but he rejected such clai ms. 

Israelis also denied they have intention to get the Nile waters. The documentary hinted th at 

Israel wants to establish relations with Africa, in upstream countries. Egypt ian expert in 

interview states that Israeli 's intention to establish relations with upstream countries is not to 

help them but to harm Egypt. But Israelis and upstream countries sa iCl their relat ions is purely 

govern ment to government relations nothing to harm Egypt. On the other hand, Egyptians 

claim they fail ed to establi sh meaningfu l relations with African countries after the death of 

Nass ir. The two governments of Sadat and Mubarek focused on establi shing good relat ions 

with the west neglecting Africa. This helps Israel to have a strong foothold in Africa. 

The second part of the documentary focused on upstream countries, part icularly Ethi op ia's 

effort to use the Ni le. It stated that for more than 80 per cent of Ethiopians, the very thought 

of a light bul b is a dream and the Nile co ul d help realise that dream. Harness in g the fast­

fl owing river descending from the Ethiopian highlands wou ld generate electricity - reduci ng 

the country's chronic power shortage. But to date the full potent ial of the ri ver rema ins 

un tapped. But Egyptian saying any attempt to reduce the Ni le flow to their country is 

considered as a hostile act so Ethiopia treads in fine line between exploi ting the ri ver for its 

deve lopment while not incurr ing harm to downstream countries, the documentary states . 

Egyptians in interv iews indicate that Egypt need to monitor the discharge of the river and 

prior notificati on before any project is implemented on the Nile Upstream countr ies . But most 

of the upst ream countries in 20 I 0 reject such veto powers of Egypt in Entebbe, Uganda. The 

documentary invited expelts fro m Egypt and Sudan to review historical accounts of th reats 

and confrontation coming from Ethiopia from the first Eth iopian king, Minilk I to the Soviet 

ally Mengistu. They said most threats were empty but some val id . And Egypt during the 

Sadat regime threatened Ethiop ia wi th military attack if Ethiopia wo uld decrease or stop the 

Nil e fl ow getting help from Soviet. 
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The doc umentary states the Ni le carries small amo unt of water compared to other lrans­

boundary ri vers. And Sudanese water expelt added that the water is not enough for Egypt ian 

needs. In its conclusion, it states that the river Nile un ites worlds of mountains, jungle, 

marshes, and deserts. But in a man-made world of nation states, a certain patriot ism and 

politics the river has become a source of discourse. The Ni le basin countries face a stuck of 

choice such as fear and tensions and cooperate or run the risk of confro ntat ion and conflict. 

The Nile wi ll endure but the continui ng struggle over its waters can only spell rui n for all 

those who live in the banks at this great river. 

Table 4. Informants of the documental'y, ' Legacy of Dispute' 

Interviewees Nationality Position 

Ayman Abdu l Wahab Egyptian pol itical analyst 

Hany Ras lam Egypt ian Politica l analyst 

Mohamoud Abulu Za id Egyptian Former Min ister of Irrigation 

Rifaat Elsaid Egyptian Political ana lyst 

Asfaw Dingamo Ethiopian Ministry of Water resources 

Mwamutsya Ndebesa, Kenya Makerere un iversity 

John Nyaoro , Kenyan Director of Water resources 

Telje Tvedt, Norwegian Bergen University No rway 

Atem Yaak Atem South Sudanese Journalist 

Loro George Leju Lugor South Sudanese Minister of Agriculture 

Alsadek Elmhady, Sudanese Former Prime Minister 
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Al l three documentaries are part of the analys is in this study. The main purpose of the present 

analys is is to provide an insight into a media content presented by Arab media, Aljazeera 

which deals with controversial regiona l issue, the Nile River. The method of thi s study bui lds 

on post structural di scourse theory. The data fo r this study is three documentary se ries. This 
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study analyses the texts through the floating signifiers "acquired" and "sovereign" around the 

nodal point ' right. The method for the analys is of the text is through the three types of text 

analys is, namely analysis of the meaning, the rhetoric and construction of sUbjectivity. For 

this purpose three thematic approaches; seeking legitimacy on rights, hegemony and counter 

hegemony, and depicting ' us' and ' them' to analyse meaning, rhetoric and construction of 

meaning are used. 

4.2. Seeking legitimacy on rights 

This section explores how down stream and upstream Nile riparian countries articul ate the 

concept of ' ri ght ' with the documentary film , 'Struggle over the Ni le'. A study of the 

discourses' of the Aljazeera 's docum entary suggests that "right" is one of the main noda l 

points, and the other concepts such as historic, acquired, lega l and sovereign get their 

meaning in relation to "right". The downstream countries, Egypt and the Sudan 's 

interpretation of right are the one that a colonial water agreement, particu larly 1959, "no 

harm" is in the centre. An analys is of th e discourses of upper riparian countri es advocates that 

'equitable and reasonable share ' or "fairness" is one of the main nodal points. 

The two principles which dominate the discuss ion, and are directly opposed, are the acquired 

right doctrine and the abso lute territoria l sovereignty (Waterbury, 2002). "The acquired right 

to a trans-boundary watercourse is achieved through long-standing historica l use ami 

resulting dependencies on it," (ibid). In effect, the first user has more rights to th e water flolV 

than the second user, though these terms are necessarily difficult to define. Opposed to this is 

the abso lute territorial freedom to use reso urces on one's territory as one pleases. In case of 

the NRB, Egypt is a strong proponent of the acquired doctrine, whi le upstream states have 

advocated their sovere ign ri ght to the water. By far the most controvers ial treaty on the N ile 

is the bilateral 1959 Agreement wh ich forms the backbo ne of the hydro-politica l dile mma in 

the Nile basin - downstream riparians want to maintain it whi le upstream ripar ian countries 

want to change it (Cascao, 2008: 245). 

Egypt's main argument is based on the ' principle' of historic or inherent right to use the Ni le. 

Egypt in particular argues that as a desert nation it has no other option for survival but to 

depend on the river, wh ile Ethiopia and others have other options including torrential rain to 

satisfy their water and agricultural needs. To thi s day, Egyptian regarded the 1929 and 1959 

agreements as technically binding and have to be respected (Master no More; 00: 11:58). 

46 



The downstream riparian states, particularly Egypt insisted that upstream countries should 

ack nowledge previous agreements as integra l to any new agreement. Egypt also ho lds the 

view that she has "natural and historic" rights over Nile waters acquired by long usage and 

recognised by other states like Great Britain and Sudan, and that the Nile Water agree ments 

have been dec laratory of international customary law relati ng to fl uvial law (Godana, 1985). 

Egypt has based its Ni le-related policy on an internat ional water law principle known as the 

law of prior appropriation. The concepts of ' historical rights' , ' acq uired rights', and 

'establi shed ri ghts ' are derivatives and extensio ns of the law of prior appropriation. This 

stand is reflected in Aljazeera's documenta ry by Egyptian experts. Ayma n Abdu l Wahab, 

Egyptian political a nalyst states: 

We must upho ld agreements this is a logic applied to the national boundaries 

you ca n' t change because they were demarcated by co lonial powers. The 

agreement takes into accoun t the fact that Egypt was almost 'ent irely 

dependent ' on the river's water, unl ike other headwater states which have 

' alternative resources ' such as heavy rainfall or the sources of the Ni le which 

are on the equator, a reg ion of heavy forests ancl long stretches of the sava nnah 

(Legacy of clispute: 00:40: 19). 

Wahab's argum ent centred on upholdi ng co lonia l agreement which gave and recogn ized 

Egypt ian historic right plus the nation is found in desert and has no other alternat ives but 

'enti rely dependent ' on the N ile's water. The nanator in the first episode of the documentary 

'Struggle over the N ile ' state that Egyptians dependency and adorat ion of the N ile river has 

lead them fee l possess ive apart from the fact that the British awarded them the 1929 

agreement which dec lared Egyptian exc lus ive contro l of the N ile. Hany Ras lan, Egyptian 

Politica l Ana lyst, argued that the' 1929 agreement' states that Egypt has the ' right to veto' 

power on any projects on the N ile River that would affect its share o r fl ow of the Ni le 

toward s north, to Egypt because Egypt is 'compl etely dependent' on the N ile river while 

upstream cou ntries have other alternatives (Master no more; 00:09:43). 

The 1929 agreement wh ich Egypt and Sudan rep laced with 1959 agreement was a bone of 

content ion betwee n the two countries . Sudan once under the colony of British opposed the 

1929 agreement or N ile as it ga ined its independence in 1955. Sudanese consu ltant enginecr, 

Sharaf-Eldin Banaga, noted that most of the Sudanese believe the Ni le agreement favoured 

Egypt. Any agreement on the sha ri ng of the Ni le waters sho ul d cons ider the size of the 
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country; Sudan has large land mass that needs more waters (Master no more; 00:27 :43). 

Sudanese argued that the 1929 agreements which all ocated 4 billion cubic meters of the N ile 

waters to their country v iolated their right and failed to meet their needs. The agreement gave 

Egypt the right to mon itor the fl ow of the Ni le even outs ide of its territory. Yahia Abdul 

Majeed, former Sudanese M inister of Irrigation, reca lled that his roomm ate in college was 

monitoring the level of the N ile waters in Sudan (Master no more; 00:28:06). These 

arguments show Sudanese were unhappy about the 1929 agreement which allocated small 

amount of the N il e's waters com pared to the s ize of thei r territory. The agreement also 

vio lated the ir sovereignty as it gave Egypt the right to monitor the fl ow of the N ile withi n 

Sudanese terr itory. 

Egypt subseq uently replaced the 1929 treaty inl 959 with fhe ' Agreemenf fo r the Fu ll 

Util izat ion of the N ile Waters' whi ch essent ia lly a llocated the ent ire fl ow of the N ile at 

Aswan Dam to Sudan and Egypt. According to the narration of Aljazeera 's docum entary, 

Egypt secured the 1959 agreements after Sudanese leader seized power in coup d 'etat which 

some said it was o rchestrated by th e Egyptia n leader Nass ir (M aster no more; 00:28:5) . In 

November 195 8, the Sudanese army Genera l Ibrahim Abdu took power. R ifaat Elsaid, 

Egypti an po liti cal analyst, says that the new government of Sudan backed by Nass ir was in 

good term with Egypt and signed the 1959 agreement which increases Sudan's share of the 

Ni le waters from 4 billion cubic meters to 18.5 billion cubic meters while Egypt g~ t s 55 .5 

billi on cubic meters (Master no more; 00 :3 0:09). 

The two agreements ( 1929 and 1959 agreements) predomi nantly benefited the downstream 

countries, particu larly Egypt without benefiti ng upstream countries (B ulto, 2009). Upstream 

cou ntries said those agreements and other colon ial time treaties are pre-empti ng thei r ri ghts. 

Thi s sentiment was refl ected in the second episode of the documentary in which the narrator 

stated th at upstream countries see the past agreements as colonial relics, (Legacy of dispute; 

00:39: 13). Bea Beatrice Atm member of Ugandan parl iament, articulates, " we have to revise 

agreements s igned on the usage of the N il e waters s ince a lot of things happened and there is 

a need to revise the agreement to benefit the Ni le basin countries equitably (Legacy of 

dispute; 00:41 :12). The right way to share the N il e waters is by reviewing legal framework s 

that did not recognize equity according to her argument. 

However, Egyptians say the ir share is neglig ible and non-negotiable. Egypt ian Co uncil of 

Foreign Affairs, Abdul Ati Elshafe i said "Th is agreement g ives us minim al amount of water 
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less than what we need we are not harming any other Ni le basin countries. They don ' t need 

the Ni le they get their water from nature. The annual amount of rainfall in the Ni le upstream 

co untries is 1.3 tri llion cub ic meters of rainfall. Egypt and Sudan only get 5 per cent of it and 

the rest wasted in evaporation and swamps" (Master no more; 00:49:0 I). 

Consonant with the preced ing argument, Egyptian Politica l analyst , Hany Raslam, sa id in the 

documentary that the amount of the rainfall in the entire Nile basin is 1.3 trillion cubic meters 

but while it arrives downstream, it is on ly 85 billion cubic meters wh ich means less than 5 per 

cent; the difference is not used in upstream countries, therefore we should put aside the small 

one which is 5 per cent and focus on building joint projects between Ni le basin countries thi s 

will save a lot of water and we can divide it fa irly between N ile Basin countries (Legacy of 

d ispute; 00:42: 57). 

The arguments of Elshafei and Raslam are to assure fairness on the usage of the Nile waters; 

there shou ld be consideration of the amount of rainfall s in the Ni le basin of whi ch Egypt and 

Sudan have co nsumed only 5 per cent of it so far. The Egyptian share is very minimal so 

Egypt would not make any co ncession. Thi s Egyptian argument is refuted by Ethiopian 

Minister of Water resources Asfaw Dingamo: "rainfall is not entitled here to be negotiated 

because it is based on nature and it is green water, and green water is not negotiated in any 

in tern at iona l agreement. That is why Ethi op ia is demanding because the N ile water as we ll as 

all waters with in its territory are its natural reso urces. That natura l resource (N ile) - is the 

resource of every Ethiopian people" (Legacy of dispute; 00:43 :56) 

According to Asfaw's argument, Ethiopia has the sovereign right over its water resources 

including the N ile. The argument is of Ethiopia's sovereign rights over the Ni le is shared by 

other riparian countries. Since 1960s upstream countri es gained independence from British 

rule and rejected colonial agreements which violated their rights including the N ile water 

agreements signed between Egypt and Britain (on their behalf). When upstream countries 

championed for "right", they demanded fair and reaso nable utilization of the Nile water, and 

so ught to disregard all previous agreements to which they were not party. The narrator in the 

second episode states that upstream cou ntries once were under British co lonies cons ider 

Egypt's privileges as a violation of their sovereignty. The upstream cou ntr ies see the past 

agreements as the co lonial relics and dem and a new share of the N ile agreement (Legacy of 

dispute; 00:40: 02). 
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The colonial agreement is Egypt's starting point for negotiations in the Ni le Basin and serve 

as security blanket because it guarantees a certain quantity of water for the country (cascao, 

2009). But upstream countries have argued that the Agreement of 1959 which they are not 

signatories violate their sovere ign right to exp loit waters that flows within their territories. 

John Nyaoro, the director of water resources at Kenya's Ministry of Water and Irrigation, said 

that the Nile agreement signed in 1959 between the two countries (Egypt and Sudan) shares 

the water which emanates from other riparian states between these two countries (Maste r no 

more; 00: I 0:35). On the other hand, Professor Yacob Arsano, an assoc iate professor of 

political science and international relations at Addis Ababa University, states, "the exclusion 

of Ethiopia in' the agreements of 1929 and 1959 was a mistake (Tensions and Suspic ions; 

00:33: 15) 

Egyptian concerns to maintain their rights over the Ni le waters were presented by Egypt ian 

politicians, academicians and military experts. Egyptians said those colonial agreements and 

the 1959 agreements between Sudan should be dealt with in the same way the borders of 

most of the Nile Basin countries were respected as the boarders drawn by the colon ial powers 

and recognised by international law. Therefore, Egyptian Nile waters right, which is 

equiva lent to an Egyptian veto against any water and energy projects, has been opposed by 

upstream countries claimed their sovereign rights on the Ni le waters which emanates from 

their territo ri es . 

4.3 . Hegemony and counter hegemony 

To ana lyse this hegemon ic battle, one shoul d observe the ideo logy-the myth and socia l 

imaginary of the discourses that suggest a new soc ial order. The logic of rhetorica l 

art iculation of floating signifiers shows the hegemonic battle. In this research, the analys is of 

rhetoric wi ll concern the batt le to achieve moral and legal ownersh ip of the Nil e river 

between the upstream and downstream countries . Hegemonic practices lin k different 

identities and political forces together in order to create a new soc ial order. The myth and 

soc ial imagi nary are the key concepts that we should focus in the analysis of rhetoric. The 

suggestion of an ideal soc ial order guides us to find the myth and social imaginary. Lac lau 

(1990) introduces the concepts of myth and soc ial imaginary to capture new forms of 

identification. Here myths are new spaces of representation that attempt to cover over 

dislocations (Howarth, 2000: II I). 
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The fo unding myths of many ancient civi lizations centre on famous rivers as Egypt's 

civilization relied on the river N ile. Egypt's history is defin ed as much by the fl ood ing and 

drying beds of the Nile as by the pyramids. For a country descri bed by Herodotus as "the gift 

of the N ile," control over the majestic river has been an ex istential Egyptian preoccupation 

since antiquity. There is a lon gstanding belief that for Egyptian, " the Nile is Egypt and Egypt 

is the N ile." While the first part may be true, nevertheless, other N ile countries may not agree 

w ith the second part. Upstream countr ies eq ua ll y admire the might of the ri ver Ni le. 

The myth and soc ial imagi nary of the upstream and downstream riparian co untries show their 

superior ideo logical bel iefs LO achieve the political and moral hegemony. This research 

attempts to point out and discuss how Aljazeera's doc umentary represented ideological 

argum entation of the two parties to achi eve po litical, mora l and intellectual hegemony on the 

use ofthe N ile waters . 

Aljazeera 's documentary narrator states that the ancient writers description of Egypt as the 

gift of N ile is filling (Master no more; 00:02:03). Aljazeera' s meteoro logist, Everton Fox, 

says that w ithout N ile Egypt wou ld be another part of the Sahara desert, it is the lifebl ood of 

Egypt (Master no more; 00:03: 12). The narrator states that N ile attaches to the source of li fe 

as 95 per cent of Egypti an population lives along the banks of the river on 5 per cent of 

Egypt's land and the rest is just desert. Furthermore, the narrator says Egypt is the birth place 

of agricu ltural technology aged thousands of years and is still in use. Abdo Shagar Egyptian 

fa rmer says he is sti ll used to plo ugh with two oxen, (Master no 1110re; 00:07:38). 

Exp laining the historical attachments of Egypt, to the river Nile Bassan E lshammaa, 

Egyptologist, says that ancient Egyptian paintings and sculptures depicted large breast and 

bellies' which symbolize the fe rtility and generosity granted by Nile. People don' t eat j ewe ls 

they eat breads made of wheat that grew on the bo unty of the Ni le (Master no 111 0re: 

00:06:56). The first ep isode examines attitudes of Egyptians where 95 per cent of the 

population li ve along the banks of the Ni le. They fear that other Nile bas in cou ntries wi ll 

challenge their historic contro l over their waters. 

Ethiopians also adm ire the might of the N ile River. Yacob Arsano says that Ethiopians ca ll 

the Blue N il e "the Abbai" - a word carrying a sense of reverence and adoration (Tensions and 

Suspicions; 00:25:03). Aba Daw it, Ethiopian Orthodox monk, says the N ile is one of the 

rivers mentioned in the holy bible (Master no 1110re: 00:05 :09). On the other hand, Sud anese 

Nubian, Ibrahim Rifai , says all N lIbians li ve on the banks of the N ile. The N ile is ollr life. 
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Like a fis h we would die if we left it (Master no more; 00:28:14). These attachments to the 

river are natural but it has also created a strong sense of belongingness. The documentary 

states that the dark side of Egyptian adm iration leads them to feel possessive. For Egypt the 

N il e is unquestion ably their river above and beyond the claims of any other N ile Basin 

country (Master no more; 00:08:45). 

The admirat ion and curiosity to know more about the N ile river go beyond people who live in 

the bas in . In the 19th century explorers travelled across the N ile bas in areas in search of the 

so urce of the N ile. In 1859, the British explorer John Hanning Speke crossed to east 

Africa where he found a huge lake which he believed to be the source of the Nile. The 

follo wing year, he travelled around th is lake - today known as Lake Victoria - to discover the 

Nile flowing 'out from its northern side. Other explorers such as Samuel Baker, David 

Li vingstone and Henry Morton Stanley helped complete the picture about the true so urce of 

the Nile, the narrator sa id (Legacy of dispute; 00:07: 02) . But people from upstream co untries 

said it is a mistake to call it discovery. Mwamutsya Ndebesa, Makerere University argued 

that they were not the first to explore the ri ver: 

It was mistakenly called 'd iscovery', in most books in the past said Speke 

discovered the Nile as he was the first hum an being to see the N ile . .. when 

actually he was the first European to see the source of the Ni le but not 

discovered it, because he was even shown the source of the N ile by the 

Africans here (Legacy of di spute; 00 :07:44). 

Co ntrolling the Nile has been the key undertaking of Egyptians throughout history. But it was 

th e British once contro lled the full length of the ri ver N il e, harnessed it for their own benefits 

and created complicated relations among N ile riparian countries. The narrator states that by 

1902, Britain controlled Uganda, Sudan, and Egypt - the whole area around Lake Victoria. It 

also controlled Kenya. And they had an agreement with Ethiopia which secured the Blue Nile 

waters for Egypt and the Sudan. So in fact, by 1902, Britain was the ruler of the whole Ni le 

bas in (Legacy of dispute, 00: II :08). Consequently, "from source to mouth the river was fo r 

the first time controlled from one centre; and from London, and by the British 

government" (Tvedt, 20 I 0: 3). 

According to Professor Telj e Tvedt, No rwegian Geographer, when the Bri tish lOok co ntrol of 

Egypt in 1882, they very soon realised that they had become rulers of a soc iety totally 
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dependent upon the Nile. So they understood from the very beginning that the economic 

development and political stab ility of Egypt depended upon [control of] the Ni le (Legacy of 

dispute; 00: 14:24). The British awarded Egypt the 1929 agreement which gives Egypt a veto 

power over the Ni le with no consideration of other riparian countries. The agreement granted 

Egypt a veto power over any other riparian deve lopment projects that might affect the now o f 

the river to Egypt. The agreement states that "except with the prior consent of the Egyptian 

Government, no irrigation works shall be undertaken or electric generators installed neither 

along the N ile and its branches nor on the lakes from which they now" (Article 4 (ii) of the 

1929 Agreement). [n 1959 Egypt and Sudan also agreed on divid ing the river's waters 

without repudiating the form er agreement. The agreement served to reestabli sh the pre­

ex isting rights of Egypt, and mi ght be sa id to have granted Egypt her natural and hi stori c 

rights to the N ile water while giv ing lim ited rights to Sudan. On the other hand, the 

upstream states regarded the treaty as an outdated and co lonial agreement that ignored the 

needs of other riparian nations (Cascao 2009:245). 

Eth iopia, the source of about 85 per cent of the N ile's water, was not part of the agreement 

and refused to acknow ledge it. In 1956, Ethiopia was one of the first upper riparian states to 

express its pos ition on the agreement, stating that "Ethiopia simply does not acknowledge any 

ex isting treaty or other obligations preventing it from freely disposing of the Nile waters on 

its territory" (Godana 1985, as cited in Knobelsdorf 2005 :630). In the sa me vein, following 

the ach ievement of independence in the 1960s, Uganda, Tanzan ia and Kenya contested the 

validity of the agreements and refused to be bound by them (Cascao, 2009). 

The co lonial power in this case, Britain did not lay the ground work for upstream and 

downstream countries to reach an amicable rapprochement in the future. It is only Egypt that 

wishes to mainta in the status quo. In the second episode the narrator notes, "to this day, 

Egyptians regard the 1929 and 1959 agreements as technically binding and they have refused 

to sign a new cooperative framework that revisits the usage of Ni le waters" (Master no more; 

00: I 0:58). To this end, Egyptian politica l analyst, Hany Raslan says, "Egypt need to monitor 

the discharge of the river and prior not ification before any project is implemen ted . The Ni le 

Upstream countries can use the water on the condition that they don ' t harm downstream 

countries and are obliged to notify Egypt" (Tensions and suspicions; 00:3023). 

Aljazeera's documentary notes that Egypt considers any change to the agreement as 

tantamount to a strategic threat and has repeatedly threatened to use all means ava ilable to 
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prevent vio lation of the agreement (Master no more; 00:46:29). According to the narrator, 

securing the N ile is a matter of national security even if it cou ld take a mi litary actio n, a 

common fee ling shared by most Egyptians. Abdu Shagar, Egyptian farmer, says, "We will 

fight anyone who tries to stop our resources" (Master no more; 00: I 5: 18). 

Upstream co untries reject Egyptian hegemony over the N ile and push forcefully for greater 

share. Particu larly, Ethiopia has argued that it has a complete sovereign right to exp loit the 

waters within its territory. Th is inc ludes utilizing N ile waters in reasonabl e and equitable 

manner even if there is a decrease in the quality of and quantity of flow into Sudan and Egypt 

(B ulto, 2009). In conformity to this argum ent, Me les Zenawi, former Ethi opia n Prime 

Minister, said, "some people in Egypt have old-fash ioned ideas based on the assumpt ion that 

the N il e lVater belongs to them and that Egy pt has the ri ght to decide ... wh o gets what of the 

Ni le wate r and that the upper ri parian countries are unable to use the N ile water because they 

wil l be un stable and because they will be poor. These circumstances have changed, and 

changed fo rever" (Master no more; 00: 12: 89). 

Since 1960s African nations ga ined independence and are challenging agreements signed 

whi le they were under colonial ru le. The state of So uth Sudan came into ex istence in the 

midd le of th is tension. As most of upstream co untries did after gai ning the ir independence, 

South Sudanese also oppose co lonial agreements. Lora George Leju Lugar, South Sudanese 

Min ister of Agricu lture says that we must revise those agreements because South Sudan is no 

longer in the agreement (Legacy of d ispute, 00:38:44). 

The struggle to contro l and use the Ni le was spearheaded by British and ma inta ined by Egypt. 

For centuries, Egypt has so ught to be Master of the N ile seeking to lame the ri ver's 

unpredictab le flow and ensure exc lusive control over its use. The narrator notes thaI the 

founde r of modern Egypt Mohamed Pasha in 191h century bui lt the biggest dam on the Nile 

for the first time but it was Nassir who achieved to control the fl ow of the waters to tap its 

fu ll potentia l bu ilding the Aswan high dam (Master no more, 00: 18: 16). The dam can only 

stop the fl ow of the river ins ide Egypt but th e waters orig inated outs ide the boarders so the 

construction of dam in any upstream country will negatively affect Egypt. A natural disaster 

such as drought affected the amount of waters but it is the construction of dam s th at wary 

Egyptians the most. The narrator states that the prospect of bui ld ing dams warns Egyptians 

especially if that co untry is Ethi opia (Tensions and suspicions, 00:3 1 :05). The technical 

capaci ty to bui ld hydraulic infras tru ctures is one of the pi llars of power asymmetry to ass ure 
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level of hydro-hegemony. The narrator says the number of hydro-electric dams along the 

course of the Ni le is on the rise with the exception of Egypt, upstream countr ies launched 

projects that cou ld threaten the natural fl ow of the Nile to Egypt (Master no more, 00: 46:04). 

To manage competing interests, riparian countries including Egypt established the Nile Bas in 

Initiative (NB I) to smoothen the process of basin wide cooperation until the Cooperative 

Framework Agreement (CFA) is put in place. After a decade' s of negotiations s ix riparian 

countries signed the CFA while Egypt and Sudan refused to do so. The narrator says that in 

an unprecedented manner, six of the eight nat ions signed a new agreement declaring greater 

autonomy and decis ion making (Master no more, 00:13:28). According to Cascao (2008), the 

CFA is the strongest counter-hegemonic tactic to challenge Egypt's hydro-hegemony the 

upstream discourse coalition has put fo rward. 

Egyptians co ns ider the issue of Nile is as a matter of nationa l security and opposed any 

change of its current use. Hassam Swai lam, Egyptian mi litary analyst, says it is redl ine for 

Egyptian ex istence because N ile is Egypt's on ly resource (Master no more, 00:14 :1 6). The 

intent of such positioni ng seems by all accounts to be perpetuated through Egyptian attempts 

to continue to impose ' red lines' on, or at least to stall , the negotiations. Thus far, the sta tus 

quo continues to refl ect the power relations in the basin in favour of the basin hegemon. 

However, upstream countries push for greater saying and share on the N ile. In the second 

ep isode of the documentary, the interv iewee Beatrice Atm, member of Ugandan parliament 

says there is a need to revise the agreement to benefit the Ni le basin co untries eq uitably 

(Legacy of di spute, 00:41: 12). Egypt wants to maintain its current use based on the disputed 

historical treaties . In the second episode of the documentary Egyptian polit ical analyst, Hany 

Raslam states that the colonial agreements gave Egypt minimal amount of water so we should 

put aside (Egyptian share) and focus on bu il ding j oi nt projects between Ni le basin countries 

(Legacy of dispute, 00:44:3 I). According to Raslam 's argum ent, to achieve fairness on the 

use of the N ile waters, it is not for Egypt to concede its current share but to help other 

riparian countr ies to use other resources. 

Egyptian myth of the "hi storic right" is an attempt to cover over the dislocation in which 

upstream cou ntries introduced a different interpretation of right, equitable and reasonable 

way to share the N ile waters. Upstream countries accuse Egypt digging its hill by refusing to 

rel inquish from its prev ious positions entrench its positions. Egypt says that its share is 

negligible and non-negot iable. Accordingly, Egypt refused to sign the CFA as the fact on the 
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ground is favourable to Egypt' s position. At the end of the second episode Egyptian 

politician, Ras lan says, "we don ' t need to rush to sign things for foreseeable future. What is 

important is what is on the gro und. The fact there is no any bi g dam being constructed which 

affects Egyptian interest" (Legacy of dispute, 00:45:33). However, the narrator notes that the 

status quo is unlikely to hold as upstream countries demanding larger share (Legacy of 

dispute, 00:46: 17). 

The role of myth is essentially hegemonic: it involves fo rm ing a new objectivity by means of 

the rearticulation of the dislocated elements (Torfing, 1999). According to the hydro­

hegemony framework, the hydro-hegemon uses fo ur water resource control tactics: coerc ion, 

utilitarianism, norms, and ideology (Zeitoun & Warner, 2006). Cooperation is a dislocated 

element in hegemon ic struggle over the control of the Nile River. We shou ld make this 

question "what did the upstream and downstream riparian countries suggest as the idea l 

social order?" Here the myth, " Egypt is the gift of N ile" provides moral val ues and norms. 

This condition for emergence of myth is structural dislocation and the function of myth is to 

suture the dislocated space through the constitution of a new space of representation (Torfing, 

1999). 

In ana lysis of the debates between upstream and downstream riparian countries on the issues 

of "N ile use rights", the myth is the ir presentation of the norms and va lues within these 

issues. The dream of a win-w in solution is an example of social imaginary. Socia l imaginary 

is a myth in which the fullness of the surface of inscription continues to dominate (Torfing, 

1999). Myth is thereby transformed into a social imaginary or to a horizon that sees as a 

future project. This project is constructed in soc ial antagonism that excludes other 

alternatives. 

Deeper exam ination of each arguments presented by politicians and academicians fro m 

upstream countries reveals evidence of counter-hegemonic mechanisms employed by the 

non-hegemonic states, with the aim to change the outcomes of water control and allocation 

towards a more eq uitable configuration. 

4.4. The 'us' and 'them' Dichotomy 

Discourses are intrinsically politi cal; this is because their creation involves the formation of 

antagonisms and the establishment of political frontiers between ' ins iders' and 'ontsiders ' 

(Howarth, 2000). According to van Dijk' s ' ideological square', it is very likely that the 
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information suppressed refers to something negative about the authority or, conversely, to 

something positive about someone or something in opposition to the authority. Generall y 

one-sided picture of the issues discussed and fits in what van Dijk (1998) has ca lled the 

' ideologica l square': " I) express/ emphasize information that is pos itive about Us;2) express/ 

emphasize info rmation that is negative about Them; 3) suppress/de-emphasize information 

that is pos itive about Them; 4) suppress/de-emphasize information that is negative about us". 

This study is especially informed by van Dijk' s ( 1998b) discuss ion of the concept of group 

ideologies. The main social function of these idea logies is -the coord ination of the social 

practices of group members for the effective real ization of the goals of a soc ial group, and the 

protection of its interestsl (van Dijk, p. 24). According to van Dijk, especially when 

confl icting group interests are invol ved, the typical content of group ideo logies tends to be 

structured in a polarized way: - Se lf and Others, Us and Them ... We are 'Good' and They 

are 'Bad' (p. 25). The po larized structure of group ideologies might result in the polarization 

of discourses so that the in-grou p and their fri ends or all ies receive positive description, whi le 

the out-group and their fr iends or a ll ies receive negative description. The mass medi a could 

also be the s ite where dominated groups, provided they get access to it, call cha llenge the 

currellt socio-political dominance (Garrett & Bell , 1998). 

Th is study examines this condition of social antagonism by showing the construction of 

chains of equiva lence and the co nstitutive ou tside. I analyse the debates on 't he ri ght to use 

the Nile waters' to show the construction of chains of equivalence and the constitutive 

outside. The discourse analysis of the concept of 'right' in Aljazeera 's documentary shows 

the ideological antagoni sm to fix the mean ing of the acquired right and equitable right 

principles. To describe the construction of subjectivity I dist inguish how the info rmant of the 

Alj azeera 's docum entary series constructed their agonistic political strategy identifyin g the 

'outside' as 'enemy' or 'adversary' . 

4.4.1. Israel versus Egypt 

Drawing on Arab mental representations, values, assumptions, and beliefs, which Fairclough 

(2001) refers to as members ' reso urces, about Israel, and reflecting on Arab (Egypt)- Israeli 

conflict, the documentary categorically included Israel's involvement in the N ile 

controversies. The nationali ty of the documentarian may have a factor to include Israel in the 

Ni le conflict knowing the longstanding discord between the two countries. 
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The narration of the third episode of the Struggle over the Nile starts with the statement, " the 

Nile is a key to geopolitical rivalry in the region at its heart Egypt where suspicion about 

former enemies (showing Israe l's flag) and tens ions with old-age civi lisat ion (showing 

Ethiopian pictures) reveal deep seated fears about water scarcity and losing control of the 

river (Tensions and Suspicions, 00:02:41). The documentarian speculates Israel has had 

vested interest on Nile traced back even before it had statehood. According to the 

documentarian Is rael had an intention to use the Ni le for the establishment of the state of 

Israe l. The plan was to divert the course of Ni le via Sinai desert to Israel i settlement near to 

Palestine. But the British the then ruler of Egypt rejected the plan because it would affect 

their cotton prod uction (Legacy of di spute, 00:3 :51). 

The narrator went on expla ining the reason Israel wants to estab lish dipl omatic relations with 

African upstream Ni le co untries. "S ince its establishment in 1948, Israe l is surrounded by 

hostile Arab neighbours. Israel seeks to find friends elsewhere. Israel establishes relations 

with non-Arab African countries" (Tensions and suspicions; 00: II :53). According to this 

narration havi ng inauspicious relations with its Arab countries, Israel sought friends in Afri ca 

where Egypt has had a vested interest. The narrator noted that Egypt is wary of Israel's 

act ivities in Africa. Egypt suspects Israe l is tryi ng to po litically outflank Egypt by being 

friend ly with countries that cou ld influence the flow of the N ile river. Egypt ian Helemy 

Moussa, expelt in Israel Affairs, explains, "Historically, the most important relationships 

Israel built on the African continent were with Uganda, Ethiop ia and Kenya. And it is no 

coi ncidence that all of them are upstream countries where the Nile origi nates. They did build 

relationsh ips with other countries. But the river Ni le was the major factor behind the 

formation of Israeli policy and strategy" (Tensions and Suspicions, 00: 19:54). 

Further explaining Moussa's point on Israel's policy and strategy establishing relations with 

upstream Nile countries, Hany Ras leam, Egyptian political analyst, states " Israel has a clear 

strategy since its establishment. It focuses on having a presence in upstream co untries to 

create problems for Egypt on the issues of the Ni le River to encircle and create internal 

d ifficulties because if Egypt has a water crisis and then it wi ll have development problems 

and national security and preoccupied with its internal problems" (Tensions and Suspicions, 

00:21:07). 

The documentary shows Israeli ambassador to Kenya with local fanners. The ambassador, 

Jacob Keidar said the basic ass istance Israel gave to local farmers is to enable them to 
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achieve more yield and crops with less labour and, water and feltilizers. The narrator states 

that Israel empowers local commun ities in Africa and winning friends (Tensions and 

Suspicions, 00: I 0:49). He went on to say that others suspect Israel's presence in Afri ca 

particularly in upstream countries like Kenya, Uganda and Ethiopia is more to do with 

politics than with aid. Sadia Almhadi, former Sudanese minister, states, "Israel is not charity; 

it seeks to harm Egypt. It is the nature of Israel politics" (Tensions and Susp icions; 00: II :26). 

In 2010 (a year upstream countries s igned the e FA), Israel's fore ign minister Lieberman 

became the first hi gh level official to vis it African countries since 1960s arouse concel'lls in 

Egypt. They felt Israel is muddling in their backyard (Tensions and Suspicions; 00:20:0 I). 

The documentary however speculates that the mini ster' s visit co incided with intense point in 

which Egypt and other N ile riparian co unties fai led to reach an agreement on sharing th e N ile 

waters. Egyptians said Israe l is behind the renewed pressure their coun try faced to make 

concess ions. 

Israel and upstream countries rejected Egyptians' accusation of forgi ng relationships to harm 

Egypt. Asfaw Dingamo says Israel can' t dictate us what to do with the Ni le. The visit of 

Lieberman is strictly government to govel'llment business (Tensions and Suspi cions, 

00: 19:54). Ambassador Keidar also noted that the minister came with big business de legation 

to establish economic ties with African co untr ies . 

The narrator said that Israel faced tough competition in 1960s with Nass ir who was one of the 

founding fathers of the Organization of African Union (OAU) earned respect in African 

countries. In 1967 Israel- Arab war, OAU condemned Israel' s invasion but Nass ir' s successor 

Anwar Sadat fa iled to capi tali se on Egypt's strategic relations with Africa. Instead he builds 

relations with the west and secured peace wit h Israel. He turned his back against pan-African 

policy. Hosni Mubarak fo llowed his predecessor (Tensions and suspicions, 00: 13 :06). 

The assass ination attempts of Mubarek in Addis Ababa in 1995 caused his tum away from 

the African states. His absence was a strategic error allow ing Israel to ga in a political 

fo othold in Africa. By 1990s many African nations reopened their embass ies in Israe l and 

estab lished diplomatic re lat ions (Tens ions and Suspicions, 00: 15 :04). 

The doc umentarian states that the diversion of the Nile to Sinai once planned by Israeli has 

never been abandoned. Sadat used the Nile waters as a barraging chip to get back the Arab 

lands lost to Israel in Arab- Israel war in 1979. These fears have made Egypt suspicio us about 
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reported plans to divert the Nile to a fonner enemy (Tensions and suspicions: 00:03:06). The 

interviewee Nabi l Elaraby, Egyptian Foreign Minister, says the two countr ies made peace but 

the idea of materializing the plan was void. Abdul Ati Elshafei said Sadat's plan was a good 

trick p layed to secure the signing of the peace agreement though; he never intended to 

implement the plan or the Ni le offer (Tensions and suspicions, 00:07 :02). 

However, the plan to divert the Ni le water to Sinai was implemented by Sadat 's predecessor 

Mubarek, some speculates the target was Israel but Hosni Mubarek rejected such allegations. 

In a film footage taken at the inauguration of the project he said, "This is an Egyptian project 

we have sufficient water we will give water lO anyone if someone wants to give us water they 

are welcome" (Tensions and Susp icions; 00:08:00). 

Israeli s reject such notion to out manoeuvre Egypt. Raphael Semiat, Water Research Institute 

Israe l, we have no any intention to get the N ile water. It is a mere speculation; we resolve our 

water prob lems in Ngaave desert implementing an innovative techno logy. Uri Sham ir 

Institute of Technology Israel said the technology is useful anywhere else (Tens ions and 

Suspicions, 00:09: 17) 

4.4.2. Egypt vers us Ethiopia 

The narrator states in the third episode of the Struggle over the N ile that the first Egypti an 

president aftei" the revo lution who vis ited Afr ican countri es including Ethiopia but the 

struggle over the Ni le won' t be resolved; it goes back thousands of years. Egypt and another 

African oldest civ ilization seem to be locked in bitter rivalry (Tensions and Suspicions, 

00:32 :07). 

Acri mony between the two civi lizations has always centred on the N ile. The narrator traced 

back the ri valry some three thousand years at time of the first King of Minlik I. Alj azeera's 

interviewee Yahia Majeed, former Sudanese Irri gation minister says the first king of Ethiopia 

Minilik used to threaten Egypt say ing he would divert the course of the river to the Red Sea 

away fro m Mediterranean. This threat was made and all the rulers of Egypt used to send gifts 

to emperors to stop diverting the river (Te nsions and suspicions, 00:34:06). 

Abdul-Moneam Gemaey, Egyptian historian " by the time Mohamed Ali began to rule Egypt 

in 1805, many threats had been made by the Ethiopian emperors to stop the water reaching 

Egypt. Most were just empty threats - but some were valid . Every time there was a new ruler 
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in Egypt, they would threaten him and blackmail him so that he paid gold to the Ethiopian 

emperor (Tensions and suspicions, 00:3 6:34) 

The narrator noted that the difference in religion is another factor for conflict, from the 4th 

century onwards Ethiop ia became a Christian state and from 7''' century Egypt adopted Islam 

(Tensions and suspicion, 00:34 :54). Here the missing element that should be included is that 

the relationship Ethiopian Orthodox Church had with Egyptian Coptic Ch urch which lasts till 

1959. The split between the two churches was one of the turning points in Ethio-Egyptian 

rel ation aside from the controversies over the Nile. The main reason for the separation of the 

two churches was accord ing to Erl ich, (20 12) the Egyptian decision to sign the 1959 Ni le 

agreement and the construction of the Aswan High Dam. This was one of the turning points 

in the hi story of Ethiopia as the Egyptian Church was a decisive factor in legitim ising the 

monarch ical powers in Ethiop ia . 

Reviewing the confrontational relations between the two countries, the narrator states that at 

the end of the J 9'h century, Egyptian Kadive Ismael grandson of Ali tried to occupy all areas 

of the Nile basin. He managed the Sudan and for the first time face to face across the 

common boarder but his expedition fa iled in war with Ethiopia. Egypt's army was crushed in 

1876 and they had to retreat (Tension and suspicion, 00:37:26). In the next century by 1950s 

it became more personal diminution by leaders larger than life - Egypt' s President Nass ir, 

ancl Emperor Haile Selassie both saw themselves as African leaders. In 1970s political 

changes in each country raised tens ions further. Egypt abandoned the leftist ideas and Soviet 

Union and turned to the west. Ironically, a few months later in September 1974 the Ethiopian 

emperor Haile Selassie was overthrown in mil itary coup, which turned Ethiopia into a 

communist country. The two countries got ri ght back to where they started politica l standoff 

on different sides of the Cold War. Once again the river Nile was at the centre of thi s 

tension. 

When Egypt's relations with the Soviet Union deteriorated, the Soviet Union in coordination 

with Ethiopia responded by building dam over the Nile river to stop the flow of the water to 

Egypt to punish Sadat for being a fri end with the west. But Sadat threatened Ethiopia with 

military attack if Ethiopia would decrease or stop the Ni le flow (Tensions and suspic ions, 

00:39: 13). 

In these days, the documentary noted that Ethiop ia continues to use the Nile without 

compromising Egyptian concerns. In his interview with Aljazeera documentarian Assfaw 
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Dingamo said Ethiopian government and people demand equitab le share of the Ni le. "We are 

not an enemy of Egyptian people or government" (Tensions and Suspicions, 00:41: 13). 

Egypt ian po li ticians and academicians in their interviews expressed their fea rs and suspicions 

about cooperating with Nile. They articulated the antagonistic relations continue to ex ist as 

far as there is a plan being implemented over the Nile. People from Ethiopian side attempted 

to pursue an agonistic strategy of cooperation with Egyptians despite the fact that Egyptian 

approaches and pos itions were antagonistic in nature. 

4.4.3. Building dams versus people 

Hydro-hegemony is taken as ' hegemony at the river basin level, achieved through water 

resource control strategies including building dams. It was the founder of modern Egypt 

Mohamed Pasha who constructed the first dam to control the flow of the Nile ri ver but Nass ir 

only achieved the control of the flow of the Nile constructing the Aswan High Dam. The 

Project was immense and the concretes used cou ld build 17 great pyramids. As Telje Tvedt, 

Bergen University, noted that the Aswan dam has given Egyptian a guarantee that there 

wou ld always be water during drought in 1970s and 1980s in Sudan and Ethiopia, (Master no 

more, 00: 18: 16). 

Elsewhere the river is un tamed, people in upstream countries live at the mercy of the Nile 

experiencing at times either famines or devastating fl oods. Playing with nature is costly for 

the river and those who lives there. Aswan high dam, the man's greatest effort ever to control 

the Ni le the annual flood and huge water supply fo r Egypt behind its great wall but there was 

the price to be paid. Nader Nour Eldin , Egyptian agricu lture expert minted out that prior to 

the construction of the dam the river Nile used to bring 4 million tons offertile silt each yea r. 

It was deposit on the land. It was like a natural fertilizer (Master no more, 00:25 :01). 

This silt washed from the Ethiopian highlands was no longer carried to Egypt. It IS now 

dropped use less ly to the bed of the manmade reservoi r behind the dam due to this, Egyptian 

fanners are increasingly relied on artificial fert ilizers. Abdu Shegar, an Egyptian farmer, said 

that hi s grandfather used only one sack of chemica l fertilizer for a hectare of land but these 

days each hectare needs seven sacks (Master no more, 00:28: 19). 

The loss of natural fertility on Egypt's farmland is not the only negative effect of the Aswan 

high Dam. Situated on the bank of the river Ni le, Nubia is a home of many ancient temples. 

But during the 1960s following the construction of the Aswan high dam, the rising hi gh water 
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threatened to submerge these monuments. Archaeological sites were saved but peop le liv ing 

in the area received no such consideration (Master no more, 00:27:55. 

Nubians in South Egypt and North Sudan were forced to move. Abdul Majid Mohammed, 

Nubian activis t in Sudan said that Nubians were displaced from their hometown. " It is harsh 

we paid huge sacrifices" (Master no more, 00:30:49). Civilisation of thousand years was 

uprooted. The N ubian ca lled their land the land of gold but it has gone forever just for a 

meagre sum of money. Moneer Beshir, Nubian activist Egypt, says " they whip out our 

identity none of the new settlement is on the bank of the river" (Master no more, 00:32:49). 

The narrator stated that despite their d isplacements from homelands, Nubian's have done a 

lot to keep their tradition and distincti ve language. Many N ubian songs centred to return to 

the Nile. There are still many N ubian communities in northern Sudan like their forefathers on 

the banks of the ri ver N ile. Even now they are under threat. In 1992 the Sudanese government 

announced its intention to build a huge hydroelectric dam in N ubia. The plan project known 

as Kajpar dam 1V0uid use the N ile to boost Sudan 's power supply. Once again Nubian's being 

is sacrificed for development (Master no more, 00:35:4 1). 

Arif Jamal , University of Cal iforn ia, Berkeley Sudanese Nubian, in interv iew with the 

documentar ian said that there is no soc ial or env ironmenta l assessment bein g do ne and the 

community was against it. A nd the narrator noted that environmental and human factors 

made many international donors very wary of providi ng loans for large hydrologica l schemes 

on the Nile but the rise of new power on the world stage has given a new momentum for 

unconditional loans (Master no more, 00:35:57). Peter Boshard, International Rivers USA, 

sa id that the China funds projects that the weste rn nat ions not dare to start because of the 

catastrophes and human costs. The narrator says The Meroe project is such projects funded 

by Chinese. 

Lorry Pott inger, Internationa l Rivers USA says: 

"Africa's large dams have not reversed poverty, they have not dramatically 

increased e lectricity rates, they have not dramatically improved water supply 

fo r peo ple living there ... What they have done is help create small industria l 

economy that tends to be companies from Europe and elsewhere and so these 

benefits are rea lly concentrated in a very small elite" (Master no more: 

00:39 18). 
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The narrator said that the number of hydropower stations on the river Ni le is on the rise. 

Uganda is constructing two hydropower stations on the outlets of Lake Victoria but they 

don 't generate enough electricity for the growing needs of the country. The fall is threatened 

by the construction of new dam. The Busha Gali Dam a new hydropower station met on ly a 

fraction of the country ' s electrici ty requirements. Frank Muramuz i Uganda n environmentalist 

says "extracting more waters to generate electricity, the level of Lake Victoria went down 

more than two meters" (Master no more, 00:44:26). 

Narrator noted that Lake Victoria is the largest lake in Africa and one of the most renown 

sources of the Ni le yet is is slowly and gradually shrin ki ng. The increasi ng number of 

hyd ropower stations on the Nile is wi thdraw ing greater amount of water to generate 

electr ici ty. Thonas Gutu, Kenyan fis herman says "we don't have enough fish as the 

hydropower wi ll pull the water out of the lake" (Master no more, 00:46:04). 

The narrator stated that Egypt does not oppose hydroe lectric dams in the upper riparian 

co untries but it will not allow upstrea m count ries to build dams that will red uce the amount of 

water reachi ng Egypt. Hassam Swailam, an Egyptian Military analyst says, "if someone is 

going to stop the water, Egypt wi ll die of thirst. Then we w ill fi ght ... with all means 

available" (Master no more, 00:46:57). Explaining Ethiopia's pos ition on the Nile, former 

Prime Mi ni ster Meles Zenawi said "Egypt wil l not be ab le to stop Ethiop ia from bui lding 

dams on the Ni le. That is history .. , and that will not be part of the so lut ion ... (Tensions and 

Suspicions; 00:31 :28). 

According to the arguments of the anti-dam campa igners, ind igenous people livi ng on the 

bank of the Nile, and their li ve lihood would be threatened by dam co nstruct ions whereas 

those buil di ng da ms in Sudan, Eth iopia and Uganda argued that they have ri ghts and good 

reasons to bui ld dams. 

4.4.4. Forging common ground 

As antago ni sm can be reso lved through hegemon ic intervention to arri ve at objectivi ty 

according to Lac lau and Mouffe' s disco urse theory, it is possib le that here we can observe a 

move from antagonism to objectivity, with the quasi d isappearance of the re luctant 

cooperatio n d iscourse. 
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For more than 80 per cent of Ethiopians, however, the very thought ofa li ght bulb is a dream. 

The N ile cou ld help realise that dream. Harnessi ng the fas t- fl owing river descending fro m the 

Ethiopian hi ghlands would generate electricity - reducing the country's chronic power 

shortage. But to date the full potential of the river remains untapped. Decades of civil unrest 

and war have hindered Ethiopia's ability to develop. Instead, it remains one of world's poorest 

co untr ies, acco rding to the documentary. In his interv iew with the documentarian Kifele 

Harro, Ethiopia n Engineer, said that Ethiop ia has a hu ge potential in hyd roelectric generation 

and the government plan to generate 10,000 megawatt of electric ity in five years. Projects 

implemented such as Tana Beles hydroelectric projects don ' t affect the fl ow of the Ni le river. 

The numbers of hydropower station are increasing to meet chronic power shortages . 

However, the construction of dams in Africa was not only opposed by right groups on th e 

documentary but also by local groups and individuals. Among the opponents of Ugandan 's 

decis ion to construct hydroe lectr ic plant on Lake Victoria, Toto Kloza, Ugand an tour guide, 

sa id he earns his live lihood from drifting on the lake but the construction of the hydroelectric 

dam on the Lake V ictoria wou ld affect his business . However, the documentary noted electric 

power shortages in African countries particularl y in th e upstream N ile riparian co un tr ies are 

chronic. 

Egyptians said any attempt to reduce the Ni le flow to their country is considered as a hostile 

act. The narrator said Egypt keens to uphold its veto power. In his interv iew with the 

doc umentar ian Hany Raslan, Egyptian pol itical analyst, said that Egypt need to monitor th e 

discharge of the river and prior notificat ion before any project implemented on the Nil e 

Upstream co untries can use the water on the cond ition they don' t harm downstream co untries 

and obliged to notify Egypt. You may satisfy your need but don't harm mine" (Tensions and 

suspi cions, 00:30:23). To reconcile diffe rences, Asfaw Dingamo, Ethiopian Minister of 

water, said that Ethiopian government and people demand equi table share of th e Ni le. " We 

are not the enemy of Egypt people or government" (Tensions and susp icions, 00:41: 13). 

Inl ine with to this argument Eth iopian academ ic ian, Yacob Arsano, notes that the lack of 

transparency between countries creates some suspicions and unknown fears. These unknown 

fears co me from Egypt because the water comes from Ethi op ia (Tens ions and suspicions, 

00:30: I I). 

65 



Eq uat ing Egypt and Ethiopia, Helimi Shaarawi, Egyptian political analyst, says that a lot was 

written abo ut Eth iopia because it is a country of great civi lization like Egypt. "There is 

always a fee ling it is equal to Egypt but Egypt is always more important. "Ethiopia never had 

the same role" (Tensions and suspicions, 00:37 :06). In describing the relationship Egypt has 

with upstream countries, Mohamoud Abulu Zaid, former Egyptian minister of irrigation says, 

"The relation between us and them was not amicable. They believe we wo uld tak e all of th e 

water and they would get nothing. When we went to meet them in their countri es they sa id 

you are taking our water. I don't want to say the relations were hostile but certainly it was not 

fri endly" (Legacy of Dispute, 00:41 :05). 

Reca ll ing Egyptian refusal to s ign the CFA in Entebbe, John Nyaoro, Kenyan Director of 

water reso urces, says "All the ti me they walk out, but they sti ll come back ... because there is 

no other source that they can be ab le to use ... and what we have been telling them, the onl y 

simple way is cooperation" (Legacy of dispute, 00:45:37). Such a clear mani fes tation of 

power is, in realist term s, the end goa l of a state. According to that same real ist pos ition, the 

confli ct that arises here is the norm , and cooperation is not to be expected. On the other hand, 

Meles Zenawi , is quoted reaffirm ing Ethiop ia's determination to pursue its plans to bui ld 

dams on the N ile. He noted that the way forward is to seek a win-win so lution through 

diplomatic efforts ... not for Egypt to try and sto p the un-stoppab le (Tens ions and suspi cions, 

00:31 :34). 

At the end of the docum entary series, it is stated that the Nile river carries small amount of 

water compared to other trans-boundary rivers. This asselt ion was reaffirmed by Sa lah Yosef, 

Sudanese Nile expert. He sa id the N ile is not enough for Egypt and thi s creates uncertainty. 

The scarcity and worries of water shortage is shared by Beatrice Atim, Ugandan Member of 

Parliament, and Everton Fox, Aljazeera's meteorologist, who sa id the weather forecast is 

unpred ictable and cou ld affect the flow of the Ni le River. They called on ca lmness and 

regional cooperation. Egyptian political analyst stressed the need fo r cooperation from both 

sides. Yackob also said there is no need to fear, fi ght or one country monopoly. Kenyan 

fi sherman said the Ni le river is a natural reso urce, it is a gift of God and he urged to use it just 

like the ir forefathers. 

A chains of equivalence constructs a co nstitutive outside that threatens the different logic of 

the discourse in questi on; however when this differential system is confronted with outs ide 

threat it will tend to emphas ize the sameness of the threatened moments and thus create a 
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chain of equivalence. This is evident in Egyptian experts interviews in which they toned 

down their rhetoric to seek sameness with fellow riparian countries. Han i Raslan, Egyptian 

political analyst, noted that Egypt wants to playa commanding role in Africa but in 1970s 

Egypt neglected this role. This withdrawal created an impression on Africans that Egypt has 

abandoned them (Tensions and suspicions. 00: 14:08). Abdul Al Elshafei , Egyptian expert 

says, " We are the offspring of one mother, the river Nile. We should have engaged with them 

rather than the USA, Europe or Asia" (Tensions and suspicions, 00:21 :07). 

The narrator exp lains that the scarcity of waters creates fear, suspicion and tension in the Nile 

valley. Such sentiments are exacerbated by the uncertainty of nature. Averting such 

catastrophe needs calm heads and regional cooperation, the documentarian concluded. 

Antagonism is accrued by identifying the other group as the "outside" and itself as the 

'inside' which the outside and the inside are in conflict. To define itself, it is necessary to 

construct the elements of the "outs ide". The chains of equivalences are a way to convince the 

identification . An antagonism are understood as the clash of social agents with mutually 

constituted identities and interests but agonistic removes the violent and destructive aspects 

from the antagon istic and transfers the enemy-other into the adversary. The claim of this 

study is that the ideologies of the two Nile riparian groups constructed in a mixture of 

antagonistic and agonistic relations. The ideologies and political beliefs between the upstream 

and downstream Nile riparian countries are antagonistic, while the ir political strategies 

upstream countries toward downstream countries are agonistic. Constitutive outside is 

constructed as the opposite, i.e., one that blocks the identity of the inside. This was evident in 

the documentary, Struggle over the Ni le where Israe l (outsider) was mentioned as party to 

spoi l relations among Nile basin countri es with an intention to hurt Egypt. But Egypt as an 

African country wants to protect the Nile from its enemy (Israel) and Egypt sought to have its 

former commanding role in Africa. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1. Conclusion 

The aim of this study has been to investigate how Aljazeera' s documentary present respective 

attempts of the Nile riparian countries to establish their causes over the usage of the Nile 

river. The three Aljazeera' s documentaries: Master no more, Legacy of dispute and, Tension 

and Suspicion, are described and analysed was produced by Aljazeera's Egyptian journalist 

Hussein El razzaz. 

The study reviews the complicated Nile politics and the struggle to maintain hegemony over 

the use of the Ni le waters. The method of this study builds on post structural discourse 

theory. The method is a fruitful approach to the study of documentary discourse. It can give 

insights into how (unequal) power relationships are understood by media professionals, how 

they are represented within media texts and how audiences understand these asymmetrical 

relationships. The data used for this study were analysed through the floating s ign ifiers 

"acquired" and "sovereign" around the noda l point ' right. The method for the ana lysis of the 

text is through the three types of text ana lysis, namely analysis of the meaning, the rhetoric 

and construction of subj ectiv ity. 

Consequently, the findings revea led that Aljazeera's documentary suggests that "right" is one 

of the main nodal points, and the other concepts such as historic, acquired, lega l, and 

sovereign get their meaning in relation to "right". The downstream countries, Egypt and the 

Sudan's interpretation of right are the one that colonial agreements, 1929 and 1959, "no 

harm" is in the centre. An analysis of the discourses of upper riparian countries advocates that 

'equitable and reasonable share' or "fairness" is one of the main nodal points. 

Concerning the research question how Aljazeera's documentary represent the interest of 

upstream and downstream countries, the study identified that two main floating signifiers in 

Aljazeera's documentary discourses that are: I) acqu ired right (No harm) and 2) sovereign 

right (reasonable and equitable). These two principles are floating signifiers, because the 

concepts got different meanings according to who makes use of them. These two signifiers 

were articulated differently around to the nodal point. The downstream and upstream 

countries articulated the floating s ignifiers with the goal of determining the meanings of right 

these two concepts have been under debate not for years on ly among the Ni le riparian 

countries but to a large extent also among scho lars, journalist and researchers. When 
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upstream countries championed for "right", they demanded fair and reasonable utilization of 

the Nile water, and sought to disregard all previous agreements to which they were not pmty. 

The downstream riparian states, partic ularly Egypt on the other hand, insisted that upstream 

co untries should acknowledge previous agreements as integral to any new agreement. 

Concern ing the research question how Aljazeera plays out power relat ions upstream and 

downstream co untries, the study analysed debates between upstream and downstream 

riparian countries on the issues of "N ile use rights" , the myth is their presentation of th e 

norms and values within these issues. The founding myths of many ancient civilizations 

centre on fa mous rivers among these the Ni le is fo r Egypt. Egypt's history is defined as much 

by the fl ood in g and drying beds of the Ni le as by the pyram ids. For a country described by 

Herodotus as "the gift of the Nile," control over the majestic river has been an existential 

Egyptian preoccupation s ince ant iquity. There is a longstanding belief that Egypt should 

contro l the Nile are now challenged by upstream countries where the N ile waters originate. 

Egyptian myth of the "historic right" is an attempt to cover over the dislocation in which 

upstream countries introduced a different interpretation of ri ght, equitable and reasonable 

way to share the Ni le waters. The myth and social imaginary ofthe upstream and downstream 

riparian countries show their superior of the ideo logical beliefs to achieve the pol itical and 

moral hegemony. This study quoted interview sources ofthe documentary making hegemonic 

and counter-h egemon ic discourses to achieve political, moral intellectual hegemony over the 

use of the N ile waters . 

Cooperatio n is a dislocated element in hegemonic struggle over the contro l of the Ni le River. 

We should make this question "what did the upstream and downstream riparian countries 

suggest as the ideal social order?" Here the myth, "Egypt is the gift of N ile" provides moral 

va lues and norms. 

This condition for emergence of myth is structural dislocation and the function of myth is to 

suture the dislocated space through the constitution of a new space of represe ntation efoding, 

1999). 

With regards to the research question how Aljazeera' s documentary constructed the 'us' and 

the 'them dichotomy, the study examined antagonism between the two groups through two 

key concepts; chains of equ ivalences and constitutive outsides. Antagonism is accrued by 

identifying the other group as the "outside" and itself as the ' inside' which the outside and the 

inside are in co nflict. To define itself, it is necessary to construct the elements of the 
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"outside". The chains of equivalences are a way to convince the identification. Antagonisms 

are understood as the clash of soc ial agents with mutually constituted identities and interests 

but agoni stic m removes the viol ent and destructive aspects from the antagonistic and 

transfers the enemy-other into the adversary. The claim of thi s study is that the ideologies 

of the two N ile riparian groups constructed in a mixtures of antagonistic and agonistic 

relati ons. The ideo logies and political beliefs between the upstream and downstream Ni le 

riparian cO llntries are antagonistic, while their political strategies upstream cOllntries toward 

downstream countri es are agonistic. Constitutive outside is constructed as the oppos ite, i.e., 

one that blocks the identity of the inside. This was evident in the documentary, Struggle over 

the Ni le where Israel was mentioned as party to spoil relations in the Nile basin with intention 

to hurt Egypt. 

This study examines this condit ion of social antagonism by showing the constructi on of 

chains of equivalence and the constitutive outside. The study analyses the debates on ' the 

right to use the N ile waters ' to show the construction of chains of equiva lence and the 

constituti ve outside. The discourse analys is of the concept of 'right' in Aljazeera 's 

docum entary shows the ideo logical antagon ism to fix the meaning of the acquired ri ght and 

equitable right principles. To describe the construction of su bjectivity, the study distinguishes 

how the in formant of the Alj azeera's documentary series constructed their ago nistic political 

strategy identifying the 'outside' as 'enemy' or 'adversary'. 

The downstream countries including Ethiopia attempted to pursue an agonist ic strategy of 

cooperation at the centre of thei r arguments with the downstream countries despite the fact 

that the downstream countries arguments and pos itions were antagonistic in nature. However, 

politicians and academici ans from upstream countries presented themselves as " friends" who 

were not oppose the Nile. Thus they present themselves as the " inside" - not the "outside" or 

the "enemy" - of the downstream countries. Politicians and academ icians from particularly 

from Egypt expressed their rejections to make concess ions on their current uses establi shed 

over long usage and recognized by legal documents that upstream countries are not 

signatories. The nature of the ideo logy of the downstream countries would reject reforms that 

the upstream countries were recomm ending. Po liticians and academicians from Egypt and 

Sudan also pos itioned the upstream countries as "a group of the inside" who were help ing the 

'enemy' , rsrael. 

70 



This study on Aljazeera' s documentary demonstrated the di lemma of the downstream 

countries to maintain the status quo that resulted in their failure to bring the needed 

cooperat ion over the use of the Nile waters. There was a clash between the upstream riparian 

countries ideas of the bringing cooperation. Downstream countries expressed an antagonistic 

approach towards the downstream riparian countries; they opposed the modification of 

colonial agreements of 1929 and 1959. They wanted others to respect those legal frameworks 

as binding as other colonial time agreements accepted by Afri cans after they gained their 

independence. However, upstream countries want to stress Egypt and Sudan to understand 

the unfai rness of their share criticizing co lonial legacies. 

5.2. Recommendations 

This study examined three documentary series under the major titl e; 'Struggle over the Nile ', 

produced and aired by Aljazeera in June 2011. The documentary exp lores the complicated 

relations among Nile riparian countries. 

It is worth noting that documentaries, like the mass media, also generate images of reality. In 

this case, the realities are constructed upon subjective experiences and used as a way to 

construct meaning of a particular subject. Documentaries work, like so Illany oth er 

informational media, to tell a story. The approach of telling a story is chosen by e.g. 

producers, editors or documentarists, which makes it subjective. The documentary lIsed in 

this study is produced by Egyptian journalist. When watching an interview on the 

documentary series, one would wonder why more individual interviewees were chosen from 

Egypt and Sudan rather from upstream countries that contribute sign ificant amount of waters 

to the flow of the river Nile. One would also wonder why Israel is included in the story unless 

the producer wants to project his enmity or hi s country 's age-old conflict with Egypt. It is 

evident that the documentarian's choice of interviewees and his story angle vi ndicate 

subjectiv ity. It would have been imperative fo r the documentarian to accommodate the 

interest of both parties in conflict. Ni le ripari an countri es that happen to be in confli ct with 

Egypt would prefer to have equal saying on every iss ue that concern them. They also need a 

fair representat ion from the medium that claims independent from so urces. Therefore, th e 

documentarian has to detach himself from groups that have their own vest interest and strike 

a balance for objective portrayal of groups in conflict. 
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Appendix A 

The following list provides Jinks to the a rticles used in the analysis. They were all accessed in 

March 20 14. 

http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/strug~leoverthenile/2011106120 11667594146703.html 

http://www .aljazeera.com/programmes/struggleovertheni leI2011/0612011669249391471 .html 

http://www.aljazeera.com/prolITammes/struggleovertheni leI2011106/20 11 66958183304 30.html 

http://en.wikipedia.orWwikilGrandEth iopianRenaissanceDam.html 

http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/struggleoverthen ile/2011/06/201 166132748118853.html 

http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/struggleoverthenile/20111051201 153 11 5454402150.html 

http://www.alj azeera.com/programmes/struggleoverthenileI20 11 /061201169 163324772204. htm 1 

http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/struggleoverthenile/20 11 /05/201 153 181349369966.html 

http://www.aliazeera.com/progral11l11es/struggleoverthen ile/20 11 /06/2011 6121 519467550. ht 

ml 

htlp:llwlvw.n i lebasi n.orWindex. ph p?optioll~CO I11 contellt&task~v iew&id~ I 3&ltel11 i d~42 

http://en.wikiped ia.orglw iki/A I Jazeer. Engl ish 
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Appendix B 

Pictures taken from the three documentary series 
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