
Transitional 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 that populate them, continuously evade signification. They disturb and 

worry us through their occupation of transitional states and constant challenging of 

borders and boundaries.  

 

Australia is the driest inhabited continent in the world, yet we are constantly waiting 

for the drought to break so things can return to normal. Such attitudes signify that we 

occupy an in-between space. As ÔnormalityÕ continues to be put on hold, the 

uncertainty over water supply has prompted many to exercise a great degree of self-

discipline in their water use. The imposition of permanent water restrictions in many 

areas has led to water usage being policed by local government officers and 

vigilant(e) neighbours. Surveillance, however, is not enough, as in-between places 

and their populations are not easily contained and managed. Future water supplies in 

Australia cannot be secured through a reduction in consumption alone, forcing many 

inland cities to consider recycling water. However, the idea of ingesting that which 

we have expelled from our bodies, homes and lives with the press of a dual-flush 

button represents a significant transgression of our corporeal integrity. Expressed in 

the vernacular as the Òyuck factor,Ó the populationÕs health fears in relation to 

recycled water are not easily allayed by scientific facts and the assurances of 

politicians.  

 

Drawing on the work of Foucault and Kristeva, this paper theorises approaches and 

attitudes to water conservation in Australia and argues that the issue is dominated by a 

discourse of fear engendered by our occupation of transitional bodies in an in-between 

space. 
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Water and sewage donÕt mix. The respective flow into and out of our residences is 

carefully separated. Pipes connect us to the government and utility owned 

infrastructure, jutting into the most private rooms of our homes. Their intrusion is 

cleverly concealed in cupboards, behind walls or under the floor so that we never 

need consider where our waste goes. The path weaved by water from the public to the 

private realm, where we demand it stands to attention at the twist of a tap, for many, 

has traditionally been similarly mysterious. However, the continuing drought, 

imposition of water restrictions and talk of increased water prices means water and its 

ways now command our attention. While the population expects the governments, 

Federal and State, and their mandated utilities to attend to these issues, increasingly 

the public management of water and waste is invading our private realm. The blurring 

of the public/private boundaries, the expansion of bio-power and the abject feelings 

aroused by recycled water makes the management of this resource in Australia a 

complex issue. With a focus on ToowoombaÕs recent rejection of recycled drinking 

water, this paper teases out the intimate interconnections among these elements. 

 

Hawkins (2006), noting that KristevaÕs notion of abjection is commonly called upon 

to theorise human attitudes and reactions to waste, argues that this approach does not 

facilitate a contextualised analysis of these responses. To attend to this perceived 

shortcoming she adopts a theoretical framework, drawing largely on Foucault, to 

explore the materiality of waste through a focus on Òrelations, habits and ethicsÓ 

(Hawkins, 2006: 4). A similar approach is taken in this paper, however, here the 

concept of abjection is shown to facilitate contextualisation when taken to indicate a 

state of in-betweeness; that which occupies this state may shift and change over time 

in accordance with discursive alterations. While theorised as a persistent threat to the 

psyche, that which elicits feelings of abjection, and the exact manner in which these 

manifest themselves, are not static in KristevaÕs work. Nor are they always 

generalised across cultures and populations. Her own reaction to milk, though partly 

explained as a rejection of the mother and father, is also an individual response. The 

experience of Òa gagging sensation and, still farther down, spasms in the stomach, the 

belly; and all the organs shrivel up the body, provoke tears and bile, increase 

heartbeat, cause forehead and hands to perspireÓ is not common to all people. This 
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reaction evokes a sense of personal ethics and engagement. The same possibilities 

exist within this theoretical framework for our own everyday engagement with waste, 

particularly human waste. Yet, while studies conducted by the Water Corporation of 

Western Australia in 2003, Sydney water in 1999, and Melbourne Water in 1998 

indicate that many Australians support the use of recycled water, many feel Òthat they 

themselves could not use the waterÓ (Po et al., 2003: 13-14).  The ÒYuck factorÓ 

continues to be significant in community responses to the issue of drinking recycled 

water. 

 

This paper demonstrates, through an analysis of key elements of the recycled water 

debate in Toowoomba, that the framework of abjection can be broadened and shown 

to readily incorporate elements of bio-power. After all, abjection is that which 

Òdisturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The 

in-between, the ambiguous, the compositeÓ (Kristeva, 1982: 4). The extension of 

government control, or bio-power, over the lives of citizens through proposals to 

introduce treated sewage into drinking water and the loss of order/control in home 

gardens (and the heightened liminal nature of this space) produced through the 

imposition of water restrictions does indeed disturb identity, system and order. This 

forces us to recognise that we occupy in-between bodies and inhabit in-between 

spaces, thus evoking a sense of abjection. These are bodies and geo-social locations 

whose discursive contours can be ruptured by their physicality; by the wretched 

stench of shit in an overflowing drain, spewing into our backyard, street or ocean 

instead of into the safety of the sewage treatment plant; or by the brittle leaves of 

thirsty plants waiting for the drought to break. Here, the physical, psychological and 

discursive collide and intersect, unsettling us and making us unsure of ourselves and 

our spaces.  

 

Bio-power: Putting the POO in POOwoomba 

 

On the 29th of July, 2006 the citizens of Toowoomba in inland Queensland voted 

against the introduction of recycled water into their drinking supply. The months 

leading up to the referendum were marked by passionate campaigns for and against. 
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In the local and national media the debate was often represented as being between a 

community unwilling to function as the nationÕs Òguinea pigsÓ and an ambitious local 

Mayor, Dianne Thorley, keen to attract money and national attention to the city for 

what many scientists and politicians claimed was an innovative, yet necessary, 

approach to securing its future water supply. While many in the local population 

supported the MayorÕs approach, many more mobilised against the plan. The most 

significant of these bodies is Citizens Against Drinking Sewage (CADS). Local 

residents also established and joined numerous blogs to track the debate and discuss 

key issues, most notably these included the: 4350water blog, the Water Futures blog 

and the No to putting POO in TOOwoombaÕs Water Supply for Drinking No 

Poowoomba Ever blog. The majority of postings on these sites were critical of the 

proposed ÒWater FuturesÓ initiative, prompting the Council to set up its own blog 

seeking postings from those in support of the plan. On the link to the ÒSupporterÕs 

BookÓ on the homepage of the Water Futures site, a post from a 17 year-old 

Toowoomba student echoes CouncilÕs claims that Òthe ÔnoÕ campaign has based their 

arguments on emotions and fears rather than factsÓ (Water Futures Toowoomba, n.d.). 

While those in support of the Water Futures initiative represented the debate as being 

between science and irrational fear mongers, this paper demonstrates that a much 

more complex analysis is required. While the issues of fear, risk and security, did 

indeed dominate much of the debate, distrust of science was only one of the factors 

that contributed to nearly 62% of the population voting against the initiative. It is 

possible that this played only a small role, given that research carried out for the 

CSIRO in order to develop a model for encouraging community acceptance of 

recycled water contends that the community readily accepts scientific information if it 

comes from what is perceived to be a trustworthy and authoritative organisation (Po et 

al., 2003; Po et al., 2005). However, a close reading of the key blogs demonstrates 

that it was not only the validity of the scientific evidence that members of the 

community were disputing, but also the amount of information they were receiving 

from the council.  

 

Many citizens in the Toowoomba community felt there was a lack of transparency in 

the councilÕs handling of the Water Futures project and expressed distrust in Mayor 



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

5 

Thorley. One blog poster declared ÒThorley has ruined it [the chance of recycled 

water being introduced] for all with her bulling [sic] tactics and not engaging the 

community in a debateÓ (Morley, 2006). These thoughts were echoed across the key 

blogs in the 2-3 months prior to the referendum. People articulated an unwillingness 

to be pawns in a political game and the MayorÕs reluctance to engage in public debate 

and discussion about the issue served to increase local concern. These concerns can be 

understood through FoucaultÕs notion of bio-power, whereby the powers that be 

attend to Òthe administration of bodies and the calculated management of lifeÓ (1980: 

140). To ensure the health and longevity of the lives of the populace various levels of 

government and their designated agencies have taken on the responsibility of ensuring 

that clean water is delivered to our homes, and that wastewater is taken away. When 

this doesnÕt 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 Sofoulis calls ÒBig WaterÓ, the Òdominant sociotechnical 

system for municipal water supplyÓ, and ÒBig ShitÓ takes the responsibility for this 

sort of contamination out of the hands of the private user and places us at 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 

responsibility for water use or, more precisely, conservation, on individual consumers, 

this shift is limited by the ÒBig WaterÓ and ÒBig ShitÓ infrastructure that weaves its 

way through our homes and cities. The management of the use of water and waste is 

largely out of our hands, and thatÕs the way these entities would like it to stay 

(Sofoulis, 2005: 455). This relationship is generally accepted by the community (with 

notable exceptions see Sofoulis, 2005), however, proposals to introduce our recycled 

waste products into the ÔcleanÕ water supply have brought the pervasive power of the 

government and the corporate-owned utilities into view. Bio-power has become an 

acceptable means of managing our lives, but the idea of recovering our waste extends 

its purview beyond what many find acceptable.  

 

The rise of bio-power, as Foucault details, provides governments with greater control 

over the population than ever before (1980). No longer simply imbued with the power 
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to order death, those in control have come to govern and manage the lives of their 

subjects; their control only ending in death. The issue of recycled water expands the 

scope of bio-power. What goes into the sewage system is that which our body has 

expended after extracting what it needs to maintain our bodyÕs functions. This human 

waste not only lacks life-sustaining properties, but also has the potential to 

contaminate our environment making us unwell. Thus, it requires speedy and efficient 

removal and disposal to secure our health. Moves to introduce recycled water into the 

drinking supply subverts these processes. That which is devoid of life, and threatens 

it, can now be reprocessed to support and maintain life. This disturbance of long 

accepted boundaries makes many of us uneasy, and forces recognition of the 

pervasiveness of bio-power over our lives. The anti-government sentiment expressed 

by the community of Toowoomba not only represents an example of Aussie contempt 

for the powers that be, or just a reaction to the lack of public debate on the issue. 

These sentiments are also implicated in broader concerns about the expansion of bio-

power, and its transcendence of accepted norms and boundaries which evoke feelings 

of abjection.  

 

L iminal Spaces: Pr ivate/public ambiguity 

 

The expansion of bio-power and the blurring of boundaries of life and death are 

compounded by the confusion generated over the distinction between the realms of 

the private and public in the issue of recycled water. This is most evident in the idea 

that our own private waste could become the subject of community concern, soon to 

be consumed by our neighbours. That which we confine to the most private room of 

our home, the toilet, often the only internal door in a house fitted with a lock, is, for 

adults, traditionally a purely individual experience, not even shared by immediate 

family members, let alone neighbours and the community. Our efforts to hide all 

evidence of our bodyÕs private waste from others is evident by the pervasiveness of 

toilet bowl cleaners, air freshener sprays and disinfecting hand wash. The idea that the 

products we expel in this space may now pass through the bodies of our neighbours, 

and vice versa, alarms many people and evokes the Òyuck factor,Ó a common reaction 

to water reuse that has been documented since public attitudes on the issue began to 
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be measured in the 1970s (Po et al., 2003: 14). Some of the subsequent research 

suggests the significance of the yuck factor can be reduced when the water being 

recycled comes from our private households rather than a public, community pooling 

of wastewater (Po et al., 2003: 20). ToowoombaÕs Water FutureÕs proposal to make 

public our private waste heightens the yuck factor and reduces our ability to control 

and order our own bodyÕs management of waste. The distinction between the 

concerns of the private and public spheres are blurred, producing an unsettling state of 

in-betweeness. 

 

For the citizens of Toowoomba there is another important arena in which the 

distinction 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 Queensland and interstate. The garden plays an important role in the 

constitution of this city. Toowoomba is currently on stage 5 water restrictions, 

prohibiting all outside watering, yet the garden is still the cityÕs hallmark and main 

tourist attraction. However, private gardens occupy an ambiguous position between 

the borders of inside and outside, between nature and culture. They are the locations 

where our private homes intersect with the spaces owned by our neighbours and, also, 

where our private sphere of influence reaches its limits at the public street. Gardens 

occupy a liminal space. They are located between the private and public, Ò[t]he 

garden is therefore revealed as both a public statement of personal identity and 

agency, and a primary physical space through which individuals and families can 

engage with their immediate social contextÓ (Strang, 2004: 207). It is a space where 

different worlds collide, producing a state of ambiguity. Indeed, Foucault contends 

that gardens are possibly the most ancient examples of heterotopias which bring 

together Òin a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves 

incompatibleÓ (Foucault, 1967). To counter, or manage this incompatibility and 

ambiguity gardening is generally represented as an attempt to impose order on nature 

which is represented as Òa passive ÔotherÕ that is malleable according to human needs 

and wantsÓ (Power, 2005: 40). However, as Power points out, such analyses do not 

attend to the physical or natural limitations impacting on the human construction of 

this space. Diminishing water supplies and the imposition of harsh water restrictions 
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place significant constraints upon peopleÕs ability to control nature in their privately 

owned patch of Australia, potentially undermining Òthe very sense of connectedness 

with a larger lifeworld that could motivate peoplesÕ further efforts at conservationÓ 

(Allon and Sofoulis, 2006: 52). Such conditions enhance the ambiguous nature of 

gardens in contemporary Australia. 

 

The backyard is the site of many activities that seek to cleanse the human inhabitants 

of the home and impose order on dirty, unruly waste products (Alexander, 2002). 

From the health-giving properties of open spaces, sunshine and the organic vegie 

patch, to the drying of laundry and on to the compost heapÑ in which waste material 

is given new lifeÑ the backyard has traditionally been seen as a site of human-

imposed control and order; an extension of the domesticated realm of the home 

(Alexander, 2002: 865). Importantly, in her study of middle class English urban and 

suburban gardens, Alexander points out that Òwaste that has been mediated by the 

human body is ejected from the entire domestic arena via drainsÓ. However, this 

positioning of the reuse and recovery of human waste as oppositional to domesticity 

and the ordering of human life is somewhat problematic given that many Australians 

are embarking on DIY water recycling efforts, often using buckets to capture shower 

water to redistribute to the garden (Allon and Sofoulis, 2006; Sofoulis, 2005). Some 

are even retrofitting grey water recycling units into their homes, or are expressing a 

desire for their new homes to have this technology built in. Despite these design and 

behavioural changes, normalised systems of order remain relatively stable because 

their efforts focus on the reuse of grey water, water previously used in the 

shower/bath or laundry, rather than brown water from the toilet. Indeed, there is 

generally a ÒyuckÓ or disgust hierarchy imposed on human waste, so that the public 

more readily accepts recycled grey water than recycled effluent (Po et al., 2003: 21).  

 

The manner in which the water has been treated also seems to play a significant role 

in determining community acceptance. This is not only connected to levels of trust in 

the authority performing the treatment, but also to the course the recycled water 

travels (Po et al., 2005). Reused water that is reintroduced into the environment, or 

nature, prior to being returned to private homes seems to alleviate some of the 
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perceived risk associated with recycled water. This attitude can be linked to the 

maintenance of the nature/culture divide; of the perceived natural, or normalised, 

order of things. Nature is seen to purify and restore that which human use has tainted 

(Po et al., 2005). While science is positioned as unnatural, the consequences of its use 

unknown, nature is tried and tested. Some semblance of established order is 

maintained in recycling plans that pump water through natural ecosystems as a form 

of filtration.   

 

Order is also maintained through a hierarchical approach to the uses of recycled 

water. Po et al. note that Òthe closer the recycled water is to human contact or 

ingestion, the more people are opposed to using the waterÓ (2003:18). Allon and 

Sofoulis have also demonstrated that 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 

impose a level of order on their consumption. In the case of Toowoomba, the 

opportunity to impose this order on an individual level seemed to be lost. The debate 

was couched in scientific terms, with nature considered principally as an obstacle to 

be overcome, forcing ÒradicalÓ approaches to water security. The debate was not over 

the types of treatment to be introduced or its uses. Instead, the council championed 

science and focused on the treatment of water for consumption. The private and 

public boundaries, and nature/culture divide were blurred, replacing order with 

disorder and resulting in a significant public backlash. 

 

The liminal nature of the garden has been enhanced by the introduction of water 

restrictions in many parts of Australia. While the use of water inside the private 

residence remains outside of the purview of these prohibitions, the somewhat public 

nature of our gardens has been enshrined in law through the introduction of 

permanent water restrictions. As the burden of the water crisis in urban areas is placed 

on the shoulders of citizens, we are informed that part of our civic duty requires us to 

not only monitor our own water use, but also that of our neighbours. The garden has 

come to function as a panopticon; we never know when we might be seen or heard 

watering that favourite plant or filling up the birdbath. Those with green lawns invoke 
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the ire of their neighbours, and many are forced to erect signs declaring their fertile 

patch is the product of bore water. The fecund 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 

neighbours, to the whims of the weather. For many, this has led to innovative DIY 

water recycling initiatives and/or a change in the type of plants we grow. Others, 

particularly the elderly, unable to heave weighty buckets of water from the shower, 

have experienced the loss of their affective connection to this space. 

 

For many Australians, the ability to order the in-between space of our garden has been 

undermined. We are forced to retreat inside our private dwellings, where our water 

use is only monitored only by the utility (and perhaps earnest family and friends) to 

extract their fee. While there is evidence that many people are changing their 

behaviour inside their homes, particularly by directing grey water to the garden, 

established hygiene norms, which require large amounts of clothes washing and 

multiple showers, remain deeply entrenched in our culture (Allon and Sofoulis, 2006; 

Sofoulis, 2005). The increase in water prices that will soon occur may not lead to a 

reduction in consumption. Pricing measures heighten the commodification of water, 

which, in a consumer society where many are happy to pay market price to buy a 

lifestyle, may not promote behavioural and attitudinal shifts to water use inside the 

home. Not so in the garden. The public and the private realms clash in this site, 

establishing it as a liminal space in which our efforts to impose order are subject to 

the forces of nature, and changing laws. Through tightening water restrictions it has 

come to function as a panopticon, a space pervaded by the threat of surveillance. Here 

boundaries are becoming increasingly blurred. 

 

Challenging Bodily Integrity: Recycled water  and abjection 

 

The public discourse that developed in response to ToowoombaÕs Water Futures plan 

largely centred on the fear and revulsion that many in the community felt in response 

to the planned introduction of recycled water into the regionÕs drinking supply. This 
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can be conceptualised as an experience of abjection, as articulated by Kristeva (1982). 

The defining feature of the abject is that it destabilises and disturbs established 

boundaries. It is a constant presence, forever haunting the subject and threatening to 

collapse the borders that demarcate where the subject begins and ends. Ò[W]hat is 

abject,Ó Kristeva writes, Òthe jettisoned object, is radically excluded and draws me 

towards the place where meaning collapsesÓ (1982: 2).  It poses a threat to the ÒIÓness 

of a subject. The idea of ingesting that which we have expelled from our bodies as 

waste products arouses feelings of abjection. It constitutes a threat to our corporeal 

integrity because our bodies have expelled these materials in order to preserve our 

own lives, yet they are being brought back to us as a basic necessity to fuel our 

bodies. Through this process the boundaries which facilitate our construction of 

selfhood, or ÒIÓness, are challenged. If, as Kristeva writes, Ò...dung signifies the other 

side of the border, the place where I am not and which permits me to be,Ó the 

symbolic return of shit in recycled water collapses these borders (1982: 3). The 

boundaries between subject and object, life and death become blurred. The disgust 

many people experience at the thought of drinking treated effluent, which often 

manifests itself in queasiness and dry retching, can be read as a manifestation of 

abjection through which we attempt to reinforce and protect the borders of our 

subjectivity by not assimilating into our bodies that which threatens its very 

constitution. 

 

Not only does recycled water threaten our corporeality on a grand psychological 

scale, but many believe it poses a physical threat in the form of numerous health risks. 

These risks dominated the public debate on the issue in Toowoomba with many 

citizens dubious about claims of safety and purity from scientists and politicians. A 

key pillar of the no case was that they did not want the residents of Toowoomba and 

its surrounds being used as Òguinea pigsÓ in a Òliving laboratoryÓ (Toowoomba City 

Council, n.d.). Of particular concern for the men of the region were claims that 

recycled water could contain large amounts of oestrogen and other endocrine 

disrupting compounds which have the potential to disrupt their hormonal balance, 

bringing about ÒfeminisationÓ accompanied, most alarmingly, by shrinking genitalia 

and infertility. The threat here is extreme, given that it emanates from within. The 
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body, unable to expel these products, is forced to assimilate them. This does not lead 

to the production of waste products that can be purified through scientific processes or 

scared rituals, rather it is an invisible shift that the body performs itself. The polluting 

entity that enters orally is never seen again. Reports of intersex fish species in rivers 

pumped full of effluent in England, and transgender alligators produced in similar 

circumstances in Florida struck fear into the hearts of many local Toowoomban men. 

One blog poster, Jaun noted that Òfish are not Humans, we are more easily infected 

then [sic] most animalsÉ Why should we put our lives at risk, to try and save a small 

amount of waterÓ (Water Futures Blog, 2006). The potential destabilisation of 

boundaries of gender identity enhances the feelings of abjection.  

 

The feeling of abjection aroused by recycled water is akin to that which Kristeva 

claims we feel when faced with a corpse, which constitutes Òthe most sickening of 

wastesÓ because, Ò[i]t is no longer I who expel, ÒIÓ is expelledÓ (1982: 3-4). When 

faced with a cadaver, we see that we no longer control and mediate the border 

between life and death through our expulsion of waste: ÒIt is death infecting lifeÓ 

(1982: 4).  Similar feelings are evoked by recycled water because the subjectÕs 

expulsion of waste does not completely remove it from their lives; it returns, in a 

mutated form, threatening to infect, and possibly rob them of, their lives. The 

expansion of bio-power compromises the subjectÕs ability to regulate the borders 

between life and death.  

 

The feelings of abjection aroused by recycled water are not only produced by a 

universal psychological response, they are embedded within, and heightened, by the 

power dynamics and discursive regimes of bio-power that function in particular 

societies. While we generally consent to the government working to secure our well-

being, the reconfiguration of that which symbolises death (shit) into life (potable 

water) challenges accepted norms. The processes of subjectification facilitated by bio-

power, when combined with the force of abjection, suggest that citizen subjects are 

being objectified insofar as they are no longer in a position to expel waste and ensure 

it is removed from their lives, thus compromising their ability to maintain the borders 
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of selfhood. Instead, this fundamental feature of the subject is under threat because 

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

 

The issue of community attitudes to recycled water involves a complex interplay of 

psychological, physical and discursive features related to the notions of bio-power, 

surveillance and abjection. Analysis of the Water Futures debate in Toowoomba 

demonstrates that the common element among these is the feeling of unease produced 

by the destabilisation of borders of nature/culture, private/public and life/death. The 

resulting state of ambiguity forces us to realise that we occupy in-between bodies 

located in in-between spaces. These bodies and spaces resist mapping and evade 

signification. Such a dismantling of borders disturbs and worries us. 
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