Transtional Fears: Water, Surveillance and the Abject in Australia

By Bethaney Turner

Abstract

Unplaces can be mapped and the bodies within them governed. In-between places,
and the bodies tha popukte them, continuousy evade signification. They disturb and
worry usthroughther occupaion of trangtiond states and congant chdlenging of

borders and boundaies.

Audraiaisthedriest inhaited continent in theworld, yet we are condantly waiting
for thedroughtto break so thingscan return to nomal. Such attitudes signify tha we
occupy an in-between space. As MormalityOcontinues to be put on hold, the
uncertainty over water supply has prompted many to exercise a great degree of self-
disciplinein thar water use. Theimpostion of permanent water restrictionsin many
areas has led to water usage beng policed by local government officers and
vigilant(e) neghbous. Surveillance, however, is not enough,as in-between places
andther popuktionsare noteasily contained and managed. Future water suppliesin
Audralia cannotbe secured througharedudionin consumption along forcing many
inland cities to congder recycling water. However, theidea of ingesting tha which
we have expdled from our bodies, homes and lives with the press of a dud-flush
button represents a significant transgression of our corporeal integrity. Expressed in
thevernacular as the Grudk factor,Othe popuktion@ hedlth fearsin relation to
recycled water are noteasily allayed by scientific facts and the assurances of

politicians

Drawing onthework of Foucault and Kristeva, this pgoer theorises approaches and
atitudes to water conservationin Audraliaand argues tha theissueis dominated by a
discourse of fear engendeed by our occupaion of trangtiond bodies in an in-beween

space.
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Water and sewage don®mix. Therespective flow into and out of our residencesis
carefully separated. Pipes conneet usto the govenment and utility owned
infrastructure, jutting into themod private roons of ourhomes. Ther intrusonis
cleverly concealed in cupboads behindwalls or unde thefloor so tha we never
need consgder where our waste goes. The pah weaved by water fromthe pubilic to the
private realm, where we demand it standsto attention at thetwist of atap, for many,
has traditiondly been similarly mysterious However, the continuing drought
impostion of water restrictionsand talk of increased water prices meanswater and its
ways now command our attention. While the popuation expects the govanments,
Fedeaa and State, and thar mandaed utilities to attend to these issues, increasingly
the public management of water and waste is invading our private realm. Theblurring
of the public/private boundaies, the expanson of bio-power and the abject feelings
aroused by recycled water makes the management of thisresource in Audraliaa
complex issue With afocuson Toowoorbald recent rejection of recycled drinking

water, this paper teases out the intimate interconnestionsamong these elements.

Hawkins (2006) noting that Kristeva@® notion of abjectionis commonly called upon
to theorise human attitudes and reactionsto waste, argues that this approach does not
facilitate a contextudised andysis of these respongs. To attend to this perceived
shortcoming she adopts a theoretical framework, drawing largdy on Foucault, to
explore the materiality of waste throughafocus on Qelations habits and ethicsO
(Hawkins 2006:4). A similar approach is taken in this pgoer, however, here the
conaept of abjectionis shown to facilitate contextudisation when taken to indicate a
state of in-betweeness; tha which occupies this state may shift and changeover time
in accordance with discursive alterations While theorised as a persistent threat to the
psyche, tha which dicits feelingsof abjection, and the exact manne in which these
manifest themselves, are not static in Kristeva® work. Nor are they aways
generalised across cultures and popuktions Her own reaction to milk, thoughpartly
explained as argjection of the mothea andfather, is also an individud respons. The
experience of Ga gagging sensation and, still farther down, spasms in the stomach, the
bdly; and all the organs shrivel up thebody, provoke tears and bile, increase
heartbest, cause forehead and handsto perspireOis not commonto all people. This
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reaction evokes a sense of pasond ethics and engagement. The same possibilities
exist within this theoretical framework for our own everyday engagement with waste,
paticularly human waste. Y et, while studies conduded by the Water Corporation of
Western Audraliain 2003,Sydney water in 1999 and Melboume Water in 1998
indicate that many Ausdralianssuppot the use of recycled water, many feel Qhat they
themselves could not use the waterO(Po et al., 2008: 13-14). The Or uck factorO
continues to be significant in community respongs to theissue of drinking recycled

water.

This pgoer demondrates, throughan andysis of key elements of therecycled water
debae in Toowoomba, that theframework of abjection can be broadened and shown
to readily incorporate elements of bio-power. After all, abjectionistha which
Qlisturbsidentity, system, order. Wha does notrespect borders, postions rules. The
in-between, the ambiguous the composteO(Kristeva, 1982:4). Theextengon of
goveanment control, or bio-power, over thelives of citizensthroughproposlsto
introduce treated sewage into drinking water and the loss of order/control in home
gadens(and the heghtened limind nature of this space) producd throughthe
impostion of water restrictionsdoes indeed disturb identity, system and order. This
forces usto recognise that we occupy in-between bodies and inhabit in-between
spaces, thusevoking a sense of abjection. These are bodies and geo-sodal locations
whos discursive contours can be ruptured by their physcality; by thewretched
stench of shit in an overflowing drain, spewing into our backyard, street or ocean
ingead of into the safety of the sewage treatment plant; or by the brittle leaves of
thirsty plants waiting for the droughtto break. Here, the physcal, psychological and
discursive collide and intersect, unsttling usand making usunsure of ourselves and

our spaces.

Bio-power: Putting the POO in POOwoaomba

On the 29" of July, 2006the citizens of Toowoombain inland Queendand voted
agang theintrodudion of recycled water into ther drinking supply. Themonths

leading up to the referendumwere marked by passionae campagnsfor and agang.
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Inthelocal and nationd media the debae was often represented as being between a
community unwilling to fundion as the naion® Quinea pigsland an ambitiouslocal
Mayor, DianneThorley, keen to attract money and naiond attention to thecity for
wha many scientists and politicians claimed was an innovdive, yet necessary,
approach to securing its future water supply. While many in thelocal popuktion
suppoted the Mayor( approach, many more mobilised agang the plan. The most
significant of these bodies is Citizens Agang Drinking Sewage (CADS). Local
residents also established and joined numerousblogsto track the debae and discuss
key issues, mog notably these induded the 4350vater blog, the Water Futures blog
and the No to putting POO in TOOwoombal Water Supply for Drinking No
PoowoonmbaEver blog. Themajority of posingson these sites were critical of the
proposd QVater FuturesOinitiative, prompting the Coundl to set up its own blog
seeking pogingsfrom those in suppot of the plan. On thelink to the GBuppoter®
BookQOon the homepage of the Water Futures site, a pos froma 17 year-old
Toowoorbastudent echoes Coundl@ claims that Ghe MoGrampagn has based their
arguments on emotionsand fears rather than factsO(Water Futures Toowoorrba, n.d.).
While those in suppot of theWater Futures initiative represented the debate as being
between science and irrationd fear monges, this paper demondrates that amuch
more complex andysisis required. While theissues of fear, risk and security, did
indeed dominate much of the debate, distrug of science was only oneof thefactors
tha contributed to nearly 62% of the popuktion voting agand theinitiative. It is
possible that this played only asmall role, given that research carried outfor the
CSIRO in order to develop amodd for encouraging community acceptance of
recycled water contendsthat the community readily accepts scientific informationif it
comes fromwha is perceived to bea trugworthy and authoritative organisation (Po et
al., 2003 Po et a., 2005) However, a close reading of thekey blogsdemondrates
tha it was notonly thevalidity of thescientific evidence that members of the
community were disputing, but also the amountof information they were receiving

fromthecounal.

Many citizensin the Toowoonmbacommunity felt there was alack of trangparency in

the coundl® handling of the Water Futures project and expressed distrust in Mayor
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Thorley. Oneblog poger declared Orhorley has ruined it [the chance of recycled
water beng introduced] for all with her bulling [sic] tactics and notengaging the
community in adebaeO(Morley, 2006) These thoughs were echoed across the key
blogsin the 2-3 monthsprior to thereferendum People articulated an unwillingness
to be pawvnsin apolitical game and the Mayor@ reluctance to engagein public debae
and discussion abouttheissue served to increase local concern. These concernscan be
undestood throughFoucault@ notion of bio-power, whereby the powers that be
attend to @he administration of bodies and the cal culated management of 1ifeO(1980:
140). To enaure thehedth and longevity of thelives of the populace variouslevels of
govanment and their designaed agendes have taken on therespongbility of ensuring
tha clean water is ddivered to owr homes, and tha wastewater is taken away. When
this doesn@occur and our health is compromised, the community expresses its

outrage, as occurred during the giardia outbreak in Sydney in 1998

Our connection to what Sofouis calls Big WaterQ the Qlominant sodotechnical
system for municipa water supplyQ and @Big ShitOtakes the responsbility for this
sort of contaminaion out of thehandsof the private user and places usat the mercy of
the public or corporate owned entity (2005:452). While the Government and water
utilities have attempted to alter this perception in recent times by placing the
responsbility for water use or, more precisely, conservation, onindividud consumers,
this shift is limited by the Big WaterOand Big ShitOinfrastructure that weaves its
way throughour homes and cities. The management of the use of water and waste is
largdy outof our hands and that® theway these entities would like it to stay
(Sofoulis, 2005:455). Thisrelationship is generally accepted by the community (with
notable exceptionssee Sofoulis, 2005) however, proposlsto introduce our recycled
waste produds into the @leanOwater supply have broughtthe pervasive power of the
govanment and the corporate-owned utilities into view. Bio-power has become an
acceptable means of managing our lives, buttheidea of recovering our waste extends

its purview beyondwha many find acceptable.

Therise of bio-power, as Foucault deails, provides govenments with greater control

ove thepopuktionthan ever before (1980) No longe simply imbued with the power
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to order death, those in control have come to goven and managethelives of ther
subjects; their control only ending in death. Theissue of recycled water expandsthe
scopeof bio-power. Wha goes into the sewage system is tha which our bodyhas
expended after extractingwhat it needsto maintain our body® fundions This human
waste not only lacks life-sugaining propeties, butalso has the potential to
contaminate our environment making usunwell. Thus it requires speedy and efficient
remova and disposal to secure our hedth. Movesto introduce recycled water into the
drinking supply subvets these processes. Tha which is devoid of life, and threatens
it, can now bereprocessed to suppot and maintain life. This disturbance of long
accepted boundaies makes many of usuneasy, and forces recognition of the
pervasiveness of bio-power over our lives. Theanti-government sentiment expressed
by the community of Toowoombanot only represents an example of Aussie contempt
for thepowerstha be or jud areaction to thelack of public debae ontheissue
These sentiments are also implicated in broader concerns aboutthe expanson of bio-
power, andits transcendence of accepted noms and boundaies which evokefeelings

of abjection.

Liminal Spaces. Private/public ambiguity

Theexpandon of bio-power and the blurring of boundaies of life and death are
compoundel by the confuson generated over the distinction between the realms of
the private and puldic in theissue of recycled water. Thisis mos evidentin theidea
tha our own private waste could become the subject of community concern, soonto
be consumed by our neighbous. Tha which we confineto themod private roomof
our home, thetoilet, often theonly internd doorin a hous fitted with alodk, is, for
adults, traditiondly a purely individud experience, not even shared by immediate
family members, let alonenegghbous and the community. Our effortsto hideall
evidence of our body®private waste from others is evident by the pervasiveness of
toilet bowl cleaners, air freshener sprays and disinfecting hand wash. Theideatha the
produds we expd in this space may now pass throughthe bodies of our neghbous,
and vice versa, aarms many people and evokes the Gruck factor,Oa common reaction

to water reuse tha has been doaumented since pulic attitudes on theissue began to

Refereed Proceedings of UNAUSTRALIA 6
The Cultural Studies Association of Australasia@ Annual Conference
December 6, 7, 8 2006 http://www.unaustralia.com/proceedings.php



be measured in the 1970s(Po et al., 2003:14). Some of the subsequent research
suggests the significance of theyuck factor can bereduced when thewater beng
recycled comes from our private housholdsrather than a public, community pooling
of wastewater (Po et al., 2003 20). Toowoorrba® Water Future@3 proposl to make
public our private waste heightensthe yuck factor and reduces our ability to control
and order our own body®management of waste. The distinction between the
concernsof the private and public spheres are blurred, produdng an unttling state of

in-betweeness.

For the citizens of Toowoomba there is another important arena in which the
digtinction between private and public has become difficult to discern. This is the
garden city, which each year stages the Carnival of Flowers attracting tourists from
across Queendand and interstate. The garden plays an important role in the
conditution of this city. Toowoomba is currently on stage 5 water restrictions
prohibiting al outside watering, yet the garden is till the city® hdlmark and main
tourist attraction. However, private gardens occupy an ambiguouspasition beween
the borders of ingde and outside, between nature and culture. They are the locations
where our private homes intersect with the spaces owned by our neighbous and, a so,
where our private spheae of influence reaches its limits at the public street. Gardens
occupy a limind space. They are located between the private and public, Gtlhe
gaden is therefore revealed as both a public statement of persond identity and
agency, and a primary physca space through which individuds and families can
engage with thar immediate social contextO(Strang, 2004:207). It is a space where
different worlds collide, produdgng a state of ambiguity. Indeed, Foucault contends
tha gardens are possibly the mog andent examples of heerotopias which bring
togeher On a single rea place several spaces, severa sites tha are in themselves
incompaibled (Foucault, 1967. To countr, or manage this incompatibility and
ambiguity gardening is generally represented as an attempt to impose order on naure
which is represented as G passive @therQthat is malleable according to human needs
and wantsO (Power, 2005: 40). However, as Power points out, such anadyses do not
attend to the physcal or natura limitationsimpacting on the human condruction of

this space. Diminishing water supplies and the impostion of harsh water restrictions
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place significant condraints upon people® ability to control nature in ther privately
owned pach of Audralia, potentially undemining Qhe very sense of connestedness
with a larger lifeworld tha could motivate peoplesOfurther efforts at conservationO
(Allon and Sofoulis, 2006: 52). Such conditions enhance the ambiguous naure of

gadensin contemporary Audralia.

The backyard is the site of many activities tha seek to cleanse the human inhabitants
of the home and impose order on dirty, unruly waste produds (Alexander, 2002)
From the health-giving propeaties of open spaces, sunshine and the organic vegie
pach, to the drying of laundily and on to the compos heapN in which waste material
is given new lifeN the backyard has traditiondly been seen as a site of humen-
imposed control and order; an extenson of the domesticated realm of the home
(Alexande, 2002:865) Importantly, in he study of midde class English urban and
subutan gardens Alexande points out tha Qvaste that has been mediated by the
human body is gected from the entire domestic arena via draing0 However, this
postioning of the reuse and recovery of human waste as oppasitiond to domesticity
and the ordering of human life is somewha problematic given tha many Audralians
are embaking on DIY water recycling efforts, often usng budkets to capture shower
water to redistribute to the garden (Allon and Sofoulis, 2006; Sofoulis, 2005) Some
are even retrofitting grey water recycling units into ther homes, or are expressing a
desire for ther new homes to have this technology built in. Despite these design and
behavioural changes, nomalised systems of order remain relatively stable because
thar efforts focus on the reuse of grey water, water previoudy used in the
shower/bah or laundry, rather than brown water from the toilet. Indeed, there is
generaly a QudkOor disgus hierarchy imposed on human waste, so that the public
more readily accepts recycled grey water than recycled effluent (Po et a., 2003:21).

The manne in which the water has been treated also seems to play a significant role
in determining community acceptance. Thisis not only connected to levels of trug in
the authority peforming the treatment, but also to the course the recycled water
travels (Po et a., 2005) Reused water that is reintroduced into the environment, or

naure, prior to beng returned to private homes seems to alleviate some of the
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perceived risk assodated with recycled water. This attitude can be linked to the
maintenance of the nature/culture divide of the perceived naural, or nomalised,
order of things Nature is seen to purify and restore that which human use has tainted
(Po et al., 2005) While science is postioned as unndural, the consequences of its use
unknown, nature is tried and tested. Some semblance of established orde is
maintained in recycling plans that pump water throughnaural ecosystems as a form
of filtration.

Orde is aso maintained through a hierarchical approach to the uses of recycled
water. Po et d. nate that Qhe closer the recycled water is to human contact or
ingestion, the more people are oppo®d to usng the waterO (200318). Allon and
Sofoulis have also demondrated tha different attitudes exist for different forms of
waste water and for its different uses (2006) By differentiating between various
treatment processes and uses, the consumer is able to exercise a degree of control and
impoe a level of order on ther consumption. In the case of Toowoonba the
oppotunity to impo< this order on an individud level seemed to belod. The debae
was coudhed in scientific terms, with naure consdered princpdly as an obgacle to
be overcome, forcing Gadical Oapproaches to water security. The debate was not over
the types of treatment to be introduced or its uses. Ingead, the coundl championeal
science and focused on the treatment of water for consumption. The private and
public boundaies, and naure/culture divide were blurred, replacing order with

disorder and resulting in a significant public backlash.

The limind naure of the garden has been enhanced by the introdudion of water
restrictions in many pats of Audraia. While the use of water insde the private
residence remains outside of the purview of these prohibitions the somewhat public
naure of our gardens has been enshrined in law through the introdudion of
permanent water restrictions Asthe burden of thewater crisisin urban areasis placed
on the shoulders of citizens, we are informed tha part of our civic duty requires usto
not only monitor our own water use, but also tha of owr neéghbous. The gaden has
come to fundion as a panopicon; we never know when we might be seen or heard

watering tha favourite plant or filling up the birdbath. Those with green lawnsinvoke
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theire of ther neghbous, and many are forced to erect signsdeclaring ther fertile
pach isthe produd of bore water. Thefecund garden that, for many, is evidence of a
sense of community and pride, is increasingly being read as a sign of waste. Our
efforts to extend the order of domesticity from our homes to our gardens seems to
have failed, as we are forced to succumb, through laws and the threat of vigilante
neighbous, to the whims of the weather. For many, this has led to innowative DIY
water recycling initiatives and/or a change in the type of plants we grow. Others,
paticularly the elderly, unable to heave weighty budkets of water from the shower,

have experienced theloss of thar affective connection to this space.

For many Audralians the ability to order thein-between space of our garden has been
undemined. We are forced to retreat ingde our private dwellings where our water
use is only monitored only by the utility (and perhgps earnest family and friendg to
extract thar fee. While there is evidence tha many people are changing thar
behaviour ingde thar homes, particularly by directing grey water to the garden,
established hygiene noms, which require large amounts of clothes washing and
multiple showers, remain deeply entrenched in our culture (Allon and Sofoulis, 2006;
Sofoulis, 2005) Theincrease in water prices tha will soon occur may not lead to a
redudion in consumption. Pricing measures heighten the commodification of water,
which, in a consumer sodety where many are happy to pay market price to buy a
lifestyle, may not promote behavioural and attitudind shifts to water use ingde the
home. Not so in the gaden. The public and the private realms clash in this site,
establishing it as a limind space in which our efforts to impos orde are subject to
the forces of naure, and changing laws. Throughtightening water restrictionsit has
come to fundion as a panopicon, a space pervaded by thethreat of surveillance. Here

boundaies are becoming increasingly blurred.

Challenging Bodily Integrity: Recycled water and abjection

The pubiic discourse that developed in response to Toowoormba@ Water Futures plan
largdy centred onthefear and revulsion tha many in thecommunity felt in response

to the plannad introdudion of recycled water into the region@drinking supply. This
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can be conoeptudised as an experience of abjection, as articulated by Kristeva (1982.
Thed€ining feature of theabject isthat it destabilises and disturbs established
boundiries. It isacongant presence, forever haunting the subject and threatening to
collapse the borders tha demarcate where the subject beginsand ends QW]hé is
abject, OK risteva writes, Qhejettisoned obiject, is radically excluded and draws me
towardsthe place where meaning collapsesO(1982 2). It poses a threat to the OChess
of asubject. Theidea of ingesting that which we have expdled from our bodes as
waste produds arouses feelingsof abjection. It constitutes a threat to our corporeal
integrity because our bodies have expdled these materialsin order to preserve our
own lives, yet they are beng broughtback to usas a basic necessity to fud owr
bodies. Throughthis process the boundaies which facilitate our congruction of
selfhood,or Ohess, are chdlengal. If, as Kristevawrites, O..dungsignifies theother
sideof theborder, the place where | am notand which permits me to be,Othe
symbolic return of shit in recycled water collapses these borders (1982:3). The
boundaies between subject and object, life and death become blurred. Thedisgud
many people experience at thethoughtof drinking treated effluent, which often
manifestsitself in queasiness and dry retching, can beread as a manifestation of
abjection throughwhich we attempt to reinforce and protect the borders of our
subjectivity by not assimilating into our bodies tha which threatensits very

conditution.

Not only does recycled water threaten our corporeality on a grand psychological
scale, but many bdieve it poses a physcal threat in theform of numeroushealth risks.
These risks domnated the public debae ontheissuein Toowoonmbawith many
citizensdubiousaboutclaims of safety and purity from scientists and politicians A
key pillar of theno case was tha they did notwant the residents of Toowoonbaand
its surroundsbeing used as Qyuinea piggdin a Aiving laboratoryO(Toowoomba City
Counadl, n.d.). Of paticular concern for themen of theregion were claims that
recycled water could contain large amounts of oestrogen and other endoaine
disrupting compoundswhich have the potential to disrupttheir hormond baance,
bringing about@eminisationQaccompanied, mog alarmingly, by shrinking genitaia

andinfertility. Thethreat hereis extreme, given that it emanates from within. The
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body, unéble to expd these produds, is forced to assimilate them. This does notlead
to the produdion of waste produds tha can be purified throughscientific processes or
scared rituds, rather it is an invisible shift that thebody performsitself. The polluting
entity tha enters orally is never seen agan. Reports of intersex fish speciesin rivers
pumped full of effluent in Engand, and tranggende aligators produced in similar
circumstances in Floridastruck fear into the hearts of many local Toowoonban men.
Oneblog poger, Jaun noted that Gish are not Humans, we are more easily infected
then [sic] mog animasE Why should we put our lives at risk, to try and save a small
amountof waterO(Water Futures Blog, 2006) The potential destabilisation of

boundaies of gende identity enhances thefeelings of abjection.

Thefeeling of abjection aroused by recycled water is akin to tha which Kristeva
claims we feel when faced with a corpse, which conditutes @he mog sickening of
wastesObecause, it isnolonge | who expd, QO0is expdled(1982:3-4). When
faced with a cadaver, we see that we nolonge control and mediate the border
between life and death throughour expulsion of waste: Ot is desth infecting lifeO
(1982:4). Similar feeingsare evoked by recycled water because the subject@
expulsion of waste does not completely removeit fromthar lives; it returns in a
mutated form, threatening to infect, and possibly rob them of, thear lives. The
expangon of bio-power compromises the subject® ability to regulate the borders
between life and degth.

Thefeelingsof abjection aroused by recycled water are notonly produced by a
universal psychological respong, they are embedded within, and heghtened, by the
power dynamics and discursive regimes of bio-power tha fundionin particular
sodeties. While we genegally conent to thegovenment working to secure our well-
being, thereconfiguration of tha which symbolises death (shit) into life (potable
water) chdlenges accepted noms. The processes of subjectification facilitated by bio-
power, when combined with theforce of abjection, suggest tha citizen subjects are
being objectified insofar asthey are nolonge in apostionto expd waste and ensure

it isremoved fromtheir lives, thuscompromising ther ability to maintain theborders
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of selfhood.Ingead, this fundamental feature of the subject is unde threat because

the govenment has circumvented this power or right of the citizen subject.

Theissue of community attitudes to recycled water involves a complex interplay of
psychological, physca and discursive features related to the notionsof bio-power,
surveillance and abjection. Andysis of the Water Futures debae in Toowoormba
demondrates tha the common element amongthese is thefeeling of unease produced
by the destabilisation of borders of naure/culture, private/public and life/death. The
resulting state of ambiguity forces usto realise tha we occupy in-beween bodies
located in in-between spaces. These bodies and spaces resist mapping and evade

signification. Such adismantling of borders disturbsand worries us
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