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		Abstract

		This article investigates the nature of the dispute between Chile and Bolivia over the legal status of the Silala River, one of the world's smallest waterways located in one of the driest deserts in the world, the Atacama Desert. The International Court of Justice decided the case in 2023 but the Court concluded that the Parties actually agreed on five of the eight claims or counter-claims and formed a convergence of views on a sixth claim while dismissing two other non-substantive claims. What then was this dispute about? The European inscription of deserts as empty spaces belies the historical significance of an area surfeit in mineral resources and central to the development of international law in the Western hemisphere. Behind this perplexing decision that has been criticized for deciding almost nothing is a story of conquest and domination that informs problems of transboundary water disputes and the struggle for control over resources in a world of scarcity. 
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