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Abstract: In this article, we explore elements of the literature on practices and the everyday to provide
reference points for water researchers. We cast a wide net in recognition of the complex and multifaceted
nature of human relationships to water that cannot be reduced to a single perspective. The article begins
with the work of prominent French theorists including Foucault, Lefebvre, Bourdieu and de Certeau.
Each grapples with the interrelationship between wider socio-political processes and practice in different
ways. This leads us to pragmatism and non-representational theory in the second section, which argue
that to understand socio-political processes, one must begin from practices. In the third section, we
engage with work on practices in conditions of instability and precarity, which are widespread under
contemporary conditions of post-colonial neoliberalism, and the role of “care” in mitigating their effects.
In section four, we discuss the scholarship and practice of Silvia Rivera-Cusicanqui, who explores and
extends many of the approaches elaborated above. The article concludes with a reflection on what this
means for engaging with the multiple realities and ways of living with water.

Keywords: water; practices; everyday neoliberal precarity; care; decolonization

1. Introduction

This article explores a range of perspectives on practices and the everyday in an effort to provide
reference points for work on governing water. We refer to governing water—as opposed to water
governance or management—following Bolivian sociologist Silvia Rivera-Cusicanqui’s [1] warning
against the hidden effects of dominant concepts that conceal lived reality. In choosing governing, we
emphasize openness in the recognition of the complex, multifaceted and contradictory nature of human
relationships to water. Similarly, our engagement with scholarship on practices and the everyday
does not seek to encompass all of the associated work nor to resolve the tensions between the various
approaches. Rather, in putting diverse threads out there, we respond to Rivera-Cusicanqui’s call to
write from doubts and turmoil: observing from uncertainty in order to see possibilities that are hidden
by established ways of thinking.

Still, our selection of threads is purposeful. We begin with a set of 20th century French theorists
whom we include for their foundational contributions to the study of practices and the everyday. Their
work has been central in academic and mainstream thinking across a range of subjects, including that of
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governing water. In this group, Foucault and Bourdieu are concerned with practices as actions linked to
broader forms of power/knowledge or capital in society, reflecting and reinforcing associated patterns of
dominance. Here, practices stand in contrast to the “everyday” as explored by Lefebvre and de Certeau,
who are concerned with how everyday actions and reactions are constructed in society and how they
might also become sites of resistance. In the second section, we build on these discussions through an
engagement with pragmatism and non-representational theory, which building on the French theorists,
reverse the arrow of enquiry, asking how to know practices methodologically and what this can tell us
about how to understand broader questions in society. As such, while they recognize the importance
of structure, the nature of its influence cannot be determined a priori. Pragmatism, in particular, has
had significant influence across a range of fields, from education to linguistics, in terms of how to build
on the everyday to develop knowledge and practice [2]. In the next two sections, we build on these
theoretical and methodological reflections to examine how practices are mobilized under contemporary
conditions of precarity. First, in section three, we integrate scholarship that grapples with practices in
conditions of neoliberal instability, precarity and crisis, and the practice of “care” as one that attempts
to allay its effects. Then, in the fourth section, we turn to the scholarship and practice of sociologist
and activist Rivera-Cusicanqui with her concepts of weaving, fragments, unsettled contradiction, and
bodily engagement as the basis of understanding and engaging in decolonizing practice. In essence,
Rivera-Cusicanqui can be seen as reflecting elements of the approaches to practices and the everyday
explored throughout the essay. She is concerned with the power relationships inherent in practices and
how they can be destabilised through an engagement with the everyday, here practice and the everyday
constitute personal political engagements that can be mobilized to redress contemporary inequalities.

Following Rivera-Cusicuanqui, we seek to “weave” rather than resolve. Drawing on Aymara
thought, Rivera-Cusicanqui [1] invokes ch’ixi as central to mestizo subjectivities. Ch’ixi is like a fabric.
It may begin with contrasting black and white threads, that when woven together form points that
appear grey from a distance but yet regain their distinctness when approached anew. In this spirit,
Rivera-Cusicanqui insists on always working with ideas in the making, from fragments, by favouring
listening and learning through engagement in practice. This approach, while unique, has echoes
with some of the other work explored below. It has threads in common with Lefebvre’s view that
practices must be approached from a dialectics of unresolved tensions that somehow form a whole [3],
and with pragmatic and non-representational perspectives, which insist that knowledge must begin
from practices, from the observation of the everyday and not from any pre-established theoretical
perspective [4,5]. Rivera-Cusicanqui’s goes further, insisting that to understand practices one must
engage in them: observation is insufficient [6]. This has echoes with phronesis: one learns physically;
through action, knowledge becomes embodied [7].

Thus, in the paragraphs that follow, we approach practices and the everyday through the metaphor
of weaving. We offer a fabric in the making. From this approach, one can distance oneself from a
dichotomous vision of the world since differences, present in fragments, can be irreconcilable and
yet help to form a more complete whole. The idea is not to eliminate or deny contradictions but to
take advantage of the vitality of the recombinatory process. Instead of trying to create a uniform or
harmonious framework, we recognize difference, and leave it unresolved.

2. Structure and the Everyday: From Foucault’s Diffuse Power to de Certeau’s
Transgressive Practices

In this section, we juxtapose some elements of the thinking on practices and the everyday of the
French theorists Michel Foucault (1926-1984), Henri Lefebvre (1901-1991), Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002)
and Michel de Certeau (1925-1986). Briefly, while Foucault is concerned with practices as action linked
to broader forms of power/knowledge, reflecting and reinforcing associated patterns of dominance, the
authors that follow—Lefebvre, Bourdieu, and de Certeau—take great pains to distance themselves
from structural and deterministic analyses. Still, within this group, at least in his later writings,
Lefebvre takes a more deterministic position vis-a-vis the particular nature of society’s influence on
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practice, emphasizing the confluence of government and capital through what he calls the “organized
society of controlled consumption”. Bourdieu, by contrast, offers the most developed framework for
understanding the interaction of structure and practice through his concepts of field, capital and habitus.
Yet, in not specifying the nature of the structural influence, he avoids generalisation and restricting
his approach to a particular historical-geographical context. Finally, the ideas of de Certeau offer
practices the most autonomous potential and thus bring us closest to the perspectives of pragmatism
and non-representational theory, explored in the next section.

In his work on practices, Foucault was concerned with how they were organized through the
diffusion of power in society. For Foucault, the relationship between knowledge and power is central in
framing the production of and possibilities for practice. Knowledge and power are mutually constitutive
since there is no power relation without a correlative field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does
not presuppose and constitute relations of power [8] (p. 88). It is power rather than any facts about
reality that makes things “true”. What counts as knowledge is produced through discourse, itself a
product of language and practices, and all practices have a discursive aspect. Discourse refers to a set
of statements that enables the creation of a particular way of thinking about a given topic. According
to Foucault [9] (p. 117), “discourse in this sense is not an ideal timeless form ( ... ) it is, from beginning
to end, historical—a fragment of history ( ... ) posing its own limits, its divisions, its transformations,
the specific modes of its temporality”. What interested Foucault “were the rules and practices that
produced meaningful statements and regulated discourse” [8] (p. 44).

Discursive practices construct topics and govern the way a topic can be meaningfully discussed
and reasoned. They also influence how ideas are put into practice and used to regulate the conduct
of others [8] (p. 72). Here, societies are shaped by powerful and efficient apparatuses of knowledge,
truth and power. The translation of specific discourses into practice yields power and produces
particular subjects. Power relations cannot be established or consolidated without the production,
accumulation, and circulation of an associated discourse. Still, discourses—Ilike silences—are neither
completely subservient to power nor necessarily a check upon it [10]. We must make allowances for
the complex and unstable process whereby discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power,
but also a hindrance, a stumbling block, or a point of resistance [10]. For Escobar [11], “progress” and
“development” are important discursive practices that have been instrumental in producing particular
modes of being and thinking while disqualifying others, to the point of making them impossible.

Such disqualification of particular modes of being and thinking is a key concern in water scholarship,
where Foucault’s ideas have been mobilized to expose the displacement of certain practices by dominant
discourses and their associated practices. Documenting the changes to everyday life introduced by
colonial medical officials in Cape Town in the aftermath of the bubonic plague, Swanson [12] analyses
how discourses of sanitation and hygiene displaced not only certain practices but also entire black
populations forming the basis for segregation policies. Other discourses central in transforming both
the ways of governing water and community water practices include those of hygiene and “the
sanitary city” [13], modernity [14], development [15], neoliberalism [16], scarcity and abundance [17,18],
community [19], and citizenship [20]. Relatedly, authors have built on Foucauldian ideas to reveal
how authorities target certain populations to restrict, malign or reform the water practices available
to them through such things as technologies and governance measures [21,22], colonial infrastructure
configurations [23], discourses of culture and identity [24], ideas of illegality and informality [25,26],
and performance indicators [27].

For Lefebvre, society and the everyday are mutually constitutive: they can only be understood in
interaction, separately they make little sense. The everyday is thus distinct from praxis, it is not mere
action or reaction: it “encompasses base and superstructure and the interactions between them” [3] (p. 50).
It is a zone of intersection between the dominated and non-dominated sectors of life. In this way, while
the everyday is targeted for manipulation and management, it has its own rhythms and thus constitutes
a site of continuity, transformation and feedback. To grasp these dynamics without succumbing to grand
theory or empiricism, Lefebvre [3] (p. 191) advocates that: “we take the phenomenon as is: an ensemble
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of constellations, thus of observed differences, linking them without ontological presumption. The total
phenomenon can thus vary in relation to knowledge and practice, without maintaining the unity of an
‘essence’ or ( ... ) being lost in fragments ( ... ) via dialectic reasoning that seeks perpetually to grasp a
whole from the differences and conflicts of its parts”. Thus, while class interests work on the everyday
through culture, work, technology, propaganda, the everyday acts as both “the residuum ( ... ) and the
product of society in general, it is the point of delicate balance and that where imbalance threatens” [28]
(p. 32).

In these dialectics of the everyday, the interplay of cyclical and linear time and of needs-desires
are everywhere producing interference and change. While cyclical time refers to the long intervals
of biology, the family and the cosmos, linear time is formed of the “livelier, alternating” rhythms of
knowledge, reason, technology and work [29] (p. 40). These interacting rhythms are circular and
repetitive, they change significantly over time and are lived individually but also in social bodies:
groups, crowds, classes. Together they constitute social or everyday time, which interacts with social
space, consisting of the environment of the group and of the individual within that group. The extent
of the horizons of this space—its tissue of networks and pathways—differ from group to group, their
situation and their distinct activities [3] (p. 233). In this way actions do not occur in space, they produce
space [30] (p. 116). Likewise, for Bourdieu, any adequate analysis of practice must consider the spatial
and temporal context, treating temporality as one of its central features [31] (p. 69). In Hydraulic City,
Anand [32] for example reflects on “water time”, which involves the rhythms of bodily needs related
not only to water but to eating, sleeping, and ritual. This time intersects with that of water availability
to produce a set of daily rhythms that produce the space of the home and of the local community.
Water time is generally a time lived by women in ways that differ depending on class and the horizons
of their social space.

Due to disjunctures between social time and the “time of accumulation”, and between social
space and the spaces of “cumulative processes” [28] (p. 61), society seeks to programme the everyday
by acting upon needs-desires. For Lefebvre [3] (p. 193), “man only becomes human through human
needs, that are artificial with respect to nature” and individualized into desires “through controls
and permissions, inhibition and possibility”, generating “a dialectic movement ( ... ) which fills the
everyday”. The needs-desires dialectic is distorted through the pressures of capitalist consumption,
shifting norms, state bureaucracy and technology, filling the everyday with terror (e.g., about our
appearance and our behaviours), creating a “space-time of voluntary programmed self-regulation”
from which women suffer most [28] (p. 72). We “clip our own wings” in response to the “cringes that
limit our field of action” [5] (p. 14). Still, the everyday remains open “because ‘something” irreducible
intervenes” this could be desire, reason “or even the City” [28] (p. 73).

Up to this point, Lefebvre’s more structuralist orientation is discernible only in his analysis of how
society acts upon needs-desires, which he limits to the “organized society of controlled consumption”
in his later work. This evolves from and sits in some contradiction with his earlier writings. To better
contextualize this tread of his thinking, we explore it through his argument with the pragmatists in the
section below. Bourdieu, by contrast, while proposing a model for analysing the relationship between
structure and practice, managed to keep his framework untethered from particular phenomena and
thus particular historical-geographical contexts.

For Bourdieu, social life is a game that is essentially practical. Practice is not wholly consciously
organized and orchestrated: “nothing is random or purely accidental but, as one thing follows on
from another, practice happens” [31] (p. 70). This is contextual, understanding practice means “to do
more than simply take what people do in their daily lives for granted, and to do so without losing
sight of the wider patterns of social life” [31] (p. 68). As for Lefebvre, practice cannot be understood
outside of time and space. These positions are summed up in Bourdieu’s notion of “practical sense
or practical logic”, which means a “feel for the game ( ... ) a mastery acquired by experience of the
game, and one which works outside conscious control and discourse” [33] (p. 10). This has two facets.
The first is “doxic experience”: the necessity imminent in the social world, whereby the position one
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occupies in social space renders one largely incapable of perceiving the arbitrariness of social reality as
anything other than “the way things are” [31] (p. 70). The second refers to the characteristic fluidity
and indeterminacy of social life, which (in all of its complexity and variety) is not accomplished on
the basis of rules, recipes, or normative models. Instead, it is the “art” of necessary improvisation
which defines excellence [31] (p. 71). This involves “strategizing” to meet goals and interests in ways
that locate practice in people’s own experience of reality [31]. Through the concept of strategizing,
Bourdieu presents practice as the product of processes which are neither wholly conscious nor wholly
unconscious, rooted in an ongoing process of learning which begins in childhood and through which
actors know—without knowing—the right thing to do [31] (p. 72).

On this particular point, we can observe the resemblances between Bourdieu and pragmatic
thought, especially phronesis, as well as with the epistemological position of Rivera-Cusicanqui.
For each of them, practice is learned through practice. In this regard, Bourdieu also offers a framework
for the analysis of practices in context based on his concepts of capital, habitus and field. The field
refers to the social area in which events occur, it is bounded and offers “opportunities and constraints”.
Within the field, capital (how power and prestige are understood) and habitus (practices, embodied, but
learned for and within the field) interact, shifting the nature of the field and how the actors relate within
it [33]. Using this framework, Rebecca Lave [34] has explored how certain types of water governing
“habitus” come to dominate over others. In her work, the “field” is that of stream restoration in the
United States. She documents how amateur stream restoration practices developed by Dave Rosgen
came to dominate over those of fundamental and applied science due to changes in the “capital” of
stream restoration knowledge under the neoliberalization of funding models, which favour simpler,
readily applicable and easily replicable techniques. Bourdieu’s capital-field-habitus framework has
also been applied to understand shifting access to land and water in Uzbekistan [35], water related
health risks and vulnerability in Chennai, India [36] and exposure to wastewater in Delhi’s “slum”
neighbourhoods [37].

Although a “framework”, Bourdieu’s approach remains quite open. For Bourdieu “the relation
between the social agent and the world is not that between a subject (or a consciousness) and an
object, but a relation of “ontological complicity” or “mutual possession” [38] (p. 20). Habitus thus
refers to a deep structure or transposable dispositions generative of all thought and behaviour, one
that orients practice without producing it [39]. Despite this principle of regulated improvisations, he
recognizes the socialized body, not as an object, but as a repository of a generative, creative capacity
to understand, endowed with a structuring potency [38] (p. 20). Similarly, through the concept of
dressage, Lefebvre “scrambles the distinction between forced adaptation, pleasurable variation, and
threatening dissolution of life-confirming norms”, the everyday emerges as “an intersecting space
where many forces and histories circulate and become ‘ready to hand’” enabling the invention “of new
rhythms for living, rhythms that could, at any time, congeal into norms, forms, and institutions” [40]
(p- 9).

This perspective, whereby practices possess a certain autonomy and produce feedback effects
on society, is also shared by de Certeau who takes it further, concentrating his work on the ways
in which practices transgress the pressures of broader society. He is interested in following the
“multiform, resistance, tricky and stubborn procedures that elude discipline without being outside the
field in which they are exercised” [41] (p. 96). Such practices structure the determining conditions
of social life in contradictory ways that operate between the collective modes of administration and
the individual modes of re-appropriation. They can refer to linguistic enunciations or be extended to
cover non-linguistic activities such as walking or cooking. The act of “walking”, for example, is to
the urban system what the speech act is to language. To get at these practices, de Certeau insists on
the importance of not only what is done, but of how it is done, which requires close anthropological
attention, being attentive to the detailed, idiosyncratic “murmurings of the everyday” [41] (p. 70).

In this way, de Certeau’s theory of practice presupposes a subject that, while in dialogue
with both the sociologism of Bourdieu and the discipline of Foucault, is conceptually distinct from
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both. de Certeau is concerned with the practices of knowledge-doing as opposed to Foucault’s
knowledge-power. This means “revealing and describing the ways in which populations resist
the encroachment of disciplinary mechanisms, the practices of evasive conformity by which they
camouflage their “miniscule” disruptions of an order they cannot openly contest” [42] (p. 55). Thus,
de Certeau’s task is the opposite of Foucault’s. Instead of exposing the mechanisms of a disciplinary
order, he pays attention to the clandestine practices that at their ideal constitute a “network of an
anti-discipline” [41] (pp. xiv — xv). While the urban system seeks to suppress and control these
“microbe-like, singular and plural practices” they live on “reinforceing themselves in a proliferating
illegitimacy, developing and insinuating themselves into the networks of surveillance ... constituting
everyday regulations and surreptitious creativities” [41] (p. 96).

In contrast to Bourdieu, de Certeau argues that practices are better interpreted as “tactics” than
“strategy”. Where strategy refers to the large-scale manoeuvring of a regular military unit from places
of fortification, tactics refer to the skirmishes of a guerrilla force from places of momentary occupation.
The possibility of indeterminacy offers the best chance of popular resistance to technocratic rationality,
not a resistance of one force or one reason over another, but the evasion of force, of reason, and of
capture. Thus, practice involves transgression, whose ambiguity lies in its total dependence upon the
law that is to be transgressed, it is “escape without leaving” [41]. Such transgressive practices are
everywhere in the literature on governing water, including work on unregulated connections [43],
meter tampering [44], selective application of fines [45], and efforts to help marginalized users defend
their rights against water companies [46]. Still, such practices are often infused with precarity [47]
even-if not especially [48]-where they are unofficially appropriated by the state [49].

3. Anti-Theory: Building from Practices

The American pragmatists go further in giving priority to practice and in eschewing general laws.
William James, one of pragmatism’s early figures, was convinced that philosophy should be concerned
with action as opposed to abstraction, with what is, as opposed to what ought. This does not mean
that action occurs in a vacuum, but that it cannot be reduced to general laws and that it is constructed
circumstantially, in context. It must be seen as alive, dynamic, learned and retooled [50]. For the
pragmatists, things hold truth because they “work” in a particular time and place and for particular
ends—not due to foundational laws that hold true in every case. As such, when a “truth” ceases to
work as circumstances change, new ways of thinking and doing are adapted. In this way, knowledge is
developed through practice, it is “always fallible and always provisional” [51] (p. 3). This is not about
habit but about embodied consciousness, a form of knowledge that transcends the mind-body dualism
that has dominated western philosophy [52]. This resonates with phronesis whereby true expertise is
developed through experience rather than following a prescribed set of steps, rules or theories. Over
time and through practice, knowledge becomes embodied and reactive and thus adaptable to new and
more complex situations in which the rulebook cannot be readily applied [7].

This emphasis on the provisional nature of relations in producing the everyday has implications for
perspectives on power and dominance. For the pragmatists, power emanates from relations as opposed
to inherent properties. In this sense, outcomes of the exercise of power cannot be predetermined
from what seems powerful a priori. Rather, it must be understood both contextually and relationally,
examining how “contexts” interact with and modify the possible [53,54]. In contrast to Foucault, for
the pragmatists power is not everywhere, it is specific and relational and felt in the everyday [55].
To this extent we can say that they understand power as decentred and provisional. This view of
power focussed on relations as opposed to attributes can help to examine infrastructures more critically,
adding nuance to ideas of obduracy, stability and dominance prominent in work on Large Technical
Systems (e.g., [56,57]). By way of example, capital flight and austerity can turn large infrastructures
into sites of abandonment and decay [58], where workers are forced to turn to outdated and degraded
technologies to maintain activities like navigation [59]. A decentred perspective can likewise shift the
focus from piped water to the multiple urban waters that are not contained by urban infrastructure
and the diversity of practices they imply [47].
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Pragmatism has had its share of critics. Lefebvre [3] (pp. 235-236) charged it with individualism,
an overvaluation of “success”, and evacuating “the drama of individual life and social life, the depth, the
problems”. Still, pragmatic thought—much like Lefebvre’s own—seeks a way of thinking through what
people do in the everyday that is both tied to structure and separate from it. It is not about “success”,
but about “making things work”, the possibility of which is often bound by circumstance [60]. Rather,
the two diverge in their view of how society and practices form one another. For Lefebvre, the influence
of capital and the state are central to how the everyday is structured by society through what he calls the
“organized society of controlled consumption” [28]. The pragmatists, who are more suspicious of grand
theory, refrain from specifying what the dominant social forces acting upon practical action might be.
They also take a more modest view of the impacts of practices on wider society, referring not to “society”
but to something more equivalent to context. For Dewey [60] (p. 39), “every genuine experience has an
active side which changes in some degree the objective conditions under which experiences are had”.
Both are relevant for thinking about water. While Lefebvre’s approach could be helpful in relation to
bottled water consumption in wealthy countries where potable water is readily accessible, marketing
plays a strong role in developing the associated “need-desire”, and the emerging habit of bottled water
consumption affects wider society through new industries, regulations and waste [61], a pragmatic
approach may be useful in thinking about the increasing importance of different forms of packaged
water that are spreading across cities where potable water supply is limited and state services may be
viewed with greater suspicion [62,63].

Nigel Thrift’s non-representational theory—coming many decades later—shares with pragmatism
a rejection of any theoretical starting point, emphasising the need to start from practices. For Thrift [5]
work that begins from a theoretical position risks missing how things actually play out. Beginning from
practices not only avoids the contemporary propensity for “over theorization”, it is key to advancing,
destabilizing and improving theory. Non-representational theory then refers to an approach that
seeks not to represent but first to observe and understand, as prior to theorization. It is by definition
experimental. Yet the individual is not the object of focus, the approach should be “anti-biographical
and pre-individual” avoiding “oneness” or singularity and taking a “faint” view of human agency [5]
(p- 3, p- 7, p- 14). Going back to the pragmatists, all practices are deeply social and socialized—"there
is no attitude which is exclusively private in scope, none which does not need to be socially valued or
judged” and “habitual dispositions” are evaluated in their “tendency ... to secure (or hinder) values
which are sociably shared or sharable” [64] (p. 383).

Some aspects of Thrift’s thinking that are more particular to him (if not always in substance, then
in emphasis) include his focus on the role of objects and his thinking on the afterlives of practices. First,
drawing on Schatzki [65], whose work focuses on the role of the material in the construction of the
social, he summarizes practices as “productive concatenations that have been constructed out of all
manner of resources and which provide the basic intelligibility of the world” [5] (p. 8). These “all
manner of resources” include the biological and the body, and especially things, which should be given
equal weight to practices as these require objects “against which to react and from which to learn” [5]
(p. 20). The body and its organs develop in relation to things, having evolved “in part in response to the
requirements of tools which have subsequently produced changes in the brain”, making the human body
a “tool-being” [5] (p. 10). Following Latour [66], these interactions are multiple and not predetermined.
Second, he not only sees practices as evolving in relation to new circumstances—through pragmatic
“extension”—but practices themselves “leave abandoned wreckage behind” as practices change. These
do not simply disappear but “take on new life, generating new hybrids” [5] (p. 10). Most importantly,
however, they leave behind their artefacts, which will continue to interact—reverberate even—with a
variety of other somethings and practices in the everyday. Along similar but different lines, Dewey sees
experiences as extending into time in ways that cannot be known a priori: “no experience lives and dies
to itself. Wholly independent of desire or intent, every experience lives on in further experiences” [60]
(p. 28).

Thinking about the role of objects and the afterlives of practices within contexts of economic
inequality and mistrust of the state, authors have documented the diverse relations between people
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and the technologies of water access. Users, for example, resist the roles inscribed in water meters,
undermining them by formally challenging utility bills and through direct tampering to distort
consumption readings [46,67]. In another way, retaining long established practices like rainwater
collection in coexistence with piped water supply, when it is extended to previously underserved
neighbourhoods, serves to create spaces of independence from state control in a form of subversive
“tool-power” [68], which are simultaneously essential for the functioning of the improved system and
its material relations with users [69].

4. Problematic Situations: From Crisis to Care

Contemporary relationships to water—be they urban or rural, north or south—are fraught with
challenges and limited capacities to achieve water justice or to advance water rights. Many factors may
intervene, from the ordinary to the extraordinary. And, what was once extraordinary, has a way of
becoming an ordinary element of the everyday, even in its production of precarity [40]. Today, around
the world, providing, accessing and working with water are fraught with complication, contradiction,
and often hazard. Water is contested between competing uses, subject to power relations, a carrier
of pollutants and a vector for diseases. It can be scarce, especially in potable form, and arrive in
devastating quantities through floods and arroyos, carrying debris and waste. It is subject to neoliberal
and technical control, directing it to certain uses and limiting others, converting it into hydroelectricity,
unaffordable utility bills and debt. Its infrastructures are unequal and subject to decay. How do people
manage in these circumstances that are at once extraordinary and common? What can the literature on
practices tell us? How can it help us to build better—if incongruent— explanations?

One thing that authors concerned with practices agree on is that such circumstances are exceedingly
common and that most people’s lives are restricted by a range of factors that make the everyday difficult
and precarious. For Thrift [5] (p. 20), most people actually have little room for choosing in their daily
lives; “currently, many people are forced to live their lives in cramped worlds which offer them little or
no imaginative relief because of the crushing weight of economic circumstance, the narrow margins of
what they are allowed to think by what they have been taught and what lies bleeding around them
and the consequently almost routine harrowing of their confidence that the world can ever be for
them”. As Roca-Servat [70,71] shows, subaltern communities who live without water supply in the
city of Arequipa (Peru) can never really be free in their relationships with the state; it is a constantly
negotiated relationship in which sometimes they are able to challenge and sometimes they must go
along with hegemonic power. For Lefebvre [3], the oppression of the everyday—the way it confines
possibility—stems from social pressures that confine particular people to a set of norms, strictures, tasks,
rhythms and expectations, “the misery of everyday life, its tedious tasks, humiliations reflected in the
lives of the working classes and especially of women, upon whom the conditions of everyday life bear
heaviest” [28] (p. 35). In keeping with the extensive work on the gendered nature of water and the
importance of intersectionality therein (e.g., [72-74]), the gendered tyranny of the everyday is subject to
factors like class and “group”, and constitutes “the essence of the everyday” [3] (p. 17).

Berlant and Kleinman take these perspectives further, focussing on periods of crisis and trauma.
For these authors crisis is a normal part of the everyday, not an aberration. In denying this reality,
contemporary society exerts not simply a diffuse power following Foucault or a mix of bureaucratic
control and consumer desire following Lefebvre, but also a “fantasy” of the good life. By creating
the illusion that our lives can be “controlled and orchestrated”, that they are stable and free of risk
or challenge [75] (p. 12), our social worlds encourage “people [to] hoard idealizing theories ( ... )
about how they and the world ‘add up to something’” [40] (p. 2). This vision masks the constancy of
life’s fragility. This fragility, or what the pragmatist William James called “genuine reality” [75], can
intervene at any time in the form of illness, debt, family breakup, death, unemployment, violence, loss
of property or place in society and so on.

In Cruel Optimism, Berlant focusses on practices in the context of precarity, of dreams that cannot
be realized. She considers how the everyday is infused with crisis(the “crisis ordinary”), whereby one

1
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must struggle to retain normality, integrating adaptations to crisis into habit [40] (p. 63). In this way, she
reverses the perspectives on the everyday developed by de Certeau [76] and Lefebvre [29]: “Instead of
the vision of the everyday organized by capitalism (... ) I am interested in the overwhelming ordinary
that is disorganized by it, and by many other forces besides” [40] (p. 8). Here, crisis is “embedded in
the ordinary that unfolds in stories about navigating what’s overwhelming”. How people adjust is
neither uniform nor individual but is “powerfully related to the expectations of the world they had to
reconfigure” [40] (p. 20). Thus, although these relationships are indeterminate, how the crisis-ordinary
is lived and managed depends on the individual as well as the individual within their social world,
their expectations and their confidence stemming from their relative entitlements.

In many ways, Berlant’s work echoes pragmatic perspectives in that it is not about shock or
upheaval but about integrating the regularity of crisis and trauma into the everydayness of getting
by. During times of crisis, the everyday must be maintained else “all energy would be sucked into
the decisionism of a life lived minute to minute” [40] (p. 63). Here she draws on Lefebvre’s [29]
Rhythmanalysis, whereby habituated responses are “stretched” avoiding ruptures and enabling
adjustment. Here, even a “visceral response is a trained thing”: “intuition is where affect meets history,
in all of its chaos, normative ideology, and embodied practice of discipline and invention”, where
“adjudication, adaptation and improvisation” are always ongoing [40] (p. 52, p. 54). In the words of
Thrift [5] (p. 21): “what was missing from too many accounts of practices was a sense of mutability, of
the moments of inspired improvisation, conflicting but still fertile mimesis, rivalrous desires, creative
forms of symbiosis, and simple transcription errors which make each moment a new starting point”.

Such circumstances also imply ethical dilemmas, which put ethics squarely within the dialectics
of the everyday and the social worlds in which people might act as opposed to a kind of reasoning
that is universal, rational and independent of context. To think through these issues, Collier and
Lakoff [77] (p. 59) develop the “concept of the regime of living as a tool for mapping specific sites of
ethical problematization”, where a regime of living refers to “a tentative and situated configuration
of normative, technical, and political elements that are brought into alignment in situations that
present ethical problems—that is, situations in which the question of how to live is at stake ( ... )
requiring a situated form of moral reasoning”. Contemporary “problems of living” are composed of a
range of influences and factors, including the technical and the biopolitical, which “stand in flexible,
provisional, and tense interrelationship”. For these authors, understanding how regimes of living
evolve requires a perspective that echoes that of the pragmatists. They involve “a certain capacity
for extension or abstraction” that can be adopted by people—either individually or collectively—in
situations of uncertainty “characterized by a perceived gap between the real and the ideal, that are in
search of norms and forms to guide action”. These are constantly in the making, making ethics an
anthropological as opposed to an intellectual problem whereby “the nature and practice of human
life and the telos of living are constituted and reconstituted” as contexts and circumstances shift and
change [77] (p. 32, p. 36).

For Berlant, the crisis ordinary is not just about the denial of the precarity that is ever lurking at the
margins, the “extraordinary always turns out to be an amplification of something in the works, a labile
boundary at best, not a slammed-door departure” [40] (p. 8). Lefebvre [28] (p. 9) also recognizes this
continuity but sees it (at least in the extreme case of war) as leading to rupture rather than adaptation.
For him, such situations make the everyday impossible, giving way to the realization that the logic and
order of the past “were only paving the way to tragedy”. Indeed, it is when people can no longer lead
their everyday lives that a “revolution takes place.” To avoid this, the everyday must be “constantly
re-established” [28] (p. 32). In the “guerra del agua” that erupted in Cochabamba (Bolivia) in the late
1990s, for example, the “revolution” that resulted in the expulsion of the private water company was a
direct reaction to efforts to prohibit long-established practices such as rainwater collection [78-80].

Engagement with the feminist politics of care offers an important response to evolving precarity.
Developed by feminist scholars concerned with women's labour, the politics of care argues that the
intimate and interpersonal are ultimately embedded in wider politics [81]. Subsequent work sought to
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encompass activities beyond the intimate sphere, asserting that acts of thoughtfulness, responsibility,
education and compassion are elements of a good society and imply a radical transformation of the
nature and the boundaries of the moral [82] (p. 28). For Laugier [83], care should be understood as a
politics of the ordinary in that it is influenced by context as well as the particular and the material.
Thus, while neoliberalism constrains the ability of people (particularly women) to engage in caring
practices, it also makes these practices more necessary for both communities and the state. Through
ethnographic work in Santiago de Chile, Han [84] describes how, in a context of precarity and market
reform, care unfolds through concrete neighbourhood networks. In this way, the neoliberal reworking
of state-social relations has rendered care increasingly important in meeting individual, family and
community needs [85].

These acts go beyond pockets of coping, shifts in caring strategies may respond to changes in
public policy, but are themselves potentially politically transformative [86,87]. To capitalize on this
potential, Lawson [88] (p. 221) calls for a radical geography that moves from research and theorization
to the transformation of “uncaring relations between people and ecologies, raising crucial questions of
practice”. This ethics of care requires the crafting of context-specific policies, of “practically adequate
reforms, grounded in actually existing conditions producing exclusion and privilege” [88] (p. 221).
The evolution of water supply regulation in Colombia offers some inspiration with respect to ethical
policy engagement. Since the mid-20th century, state policies of regulated solidary have required the
cross-subsidization of utility services (and their extension) whereby those with greater means subsidize
the access of lower-income sectors [89,90]. This is useful in thinking through an ethics of care that
engages the state, contributing to the institutionalization care.

The politics of care extend to caring for the “things” upon which others depend. This involves a
“persistent tinkering in a world full of complex ambivalence and shifting tensions” [91] (p. 14). This is
necessary given the material fragility of things and extends to infrastructural maintenance work as a
practice of care [92,93]. Reminiscent of Thrift and the pragmatists, in a world where infrastructure is
vulnerable, maintenance workers combine standardized procedures and improvisation, whereby the
physical engagement with things generates embodied knowledge and practice that constitute a form
of care [94]. This “persistent tinkering” and “taking care of things” is visible in everyday Barranquilla
(Colombia). From 1994 to 2004, the city’s low-income neighbourhoods received nearly 120,000 internally
displaced people. Given the fragile state of local infrastructure, residents in these neighbourhoods
organized and performed regular maintenance and repair, with men from the community, who became
known as marafieros (entanglers), building and repairing electricity networks and women organizing
cleaning crews that became known as escobitas (lady brooms). Such organized acts of care make life in
the city possible but are simultaneously racialized and gendered in ways that put bodies at risk [95].

Latin American feminist scholars also emphasize the importance of care. Their work traces
the unequal power relations that make invisible the everyday caring practices of people across the
continent, including the work of Mayan women in caring for their communal lands and aqueducts
in Guatemala [96], of people (particularly women) in developing a communitarian capital through
popular pragmatics and baroque economics in places like the La Salada market in Buenos Aires
(Argentina) [97], and of women throughout Mexico in rebuilding communities through practices of
caring for communal resources like water [98]. For these authors, women are generally at the centre of
the everyday politics of caring through the work of reproducing life in everyday, from practices of
decision-making to cleaning [96-99].

5. Silvia Rivera-Cusicanqui: Decolonizing Practices from Latin America

Concerned with intersections of class, ethnic and gendered identities in the production of inequality,
Aymara scholar Silvia Rivera-Cusicanqui of Bolivia offers a method for thinking about practices and the
everyday, through the metaphor of ch’ixi. Ch’ixi is a decolonizing practice, as it serves to embrace the
permanent struggle in Latin American subjectivity, where life is characterized by multiple differences,
differences that are the legacy of colonialism [100]. Ch’ixi engages these differences in processes of
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mestizaje, whereby contrasting black and white threads are woven together but remain separate and
distinct while appearing as a unified grey from certain vantage points.

Rivera-Cusicanqui argues that we can subvert this legacy by observing from uncertainty in
order to see possibilities that are hidden by established ways of thinking and observing: “there is no
support for a discourse or theory of decolonization without the existence of decolonizing practices
that give them life and meaning” [101,102]. Listening, being silent and doing are fundamental parts of
this project. Through attentive listening we can recognize the knowledge embedded in experience.
Listening implies reading between the lines and unearthing hidden truths to reinterpret things and
reinvent ourselves [103]. Silence is important because it allows us to breathe and reflect [104]. Actions
(or doings) exceed description and must be practiced to be understood, “by cooking, sewing or making
protest signs” [6,104].

Decolonizing practices—or ch’ixi—can only be learned through practice. Academic or institutional
discourses are insufficient, as words tend to elude practices. For Rivera-Cusicanqui, knowledge entails
doings and daily commitments that are mistrustful of words, academic jargon, and generalized
theories written from a desk and disconnected from experiences of everyday injustices [6,105]. In the
spirit of ch’ixi, Rivera-Cusicanqui communicates her work orally, through lectures, interviews, and
conversations as opposed to the standard channels of academic publishing. Here, orality prevents the
stabilization of language and opens possibilities for more nuanced flows of thought [103]. Thus, her
own work avoids finished theory held together by fashionable concepts. Instead, it involves a bodily
disposition, that is on the move (trajinar), walking and meeting. It implies “a way of thinking by
modifications, in which thoughts are constantly amended, reworked and completed through journeys,
political alliances, by walking with others, separating and then coming back together” [106].

Ch’ixi responds to Aymara understandings aiming to communicate the complex Andean cultural
framework in which a thing is and is not at the same time, referred to as the “logic of the third included” [1].
It implies the contentious dynamics that bring together western and indigenous understandings without
reconciling them. Ch’ixi allows us to think about the coexistence of heterogeneous elements that
do not aspire to merge or produce something new, which would surpass and encompass them [1]
(p. 7). Neither synthesis nor fusion, it approaches what Bolivian author René Zavaleta calls variegated
society—sociedad abigarrada, emphasizing the parallel coexistence of multiple cultural differences that
do not merge, but antagonize and complement one another. Thus, one must be open to contentious
oppositions, embracing interpellations, distress and questions. We should not be afraid of inconsistency
because “the greatest inconsistency lies in knowing without living” [6]. To ignore contradiction is
to overlook the emancipatory potential of the coexistence of opposites, ascribing ascendency to one
of them. It is only when opposites are maintained that decolonizing gestures are possible. In their
purity and strength, we can discover a decolonizing energy that allows the shaking off of inherited
structures [104] (p. 224). In terms of governing water, this means taking different natures, ontologies
and ways of governing of water seriously, without seeking to reconcile differences or prioritize a given
worldview [107].

For this we must shed the economic strategies and the material mechanisms that operate behind
discourses: replacing a ‘geopolitics of knowledge” with a “political economy” of knowledge. This
calls for suspicion in the face of discourses like the human right to water that circulate in international
and national networks. Such discourses come from places of power like the state and the law, and
are constructed from places of arrogance and securitization, silencing other voices, meanings and
practices [106]. For Rivera-Cusicanqui the conditioned and reluctant recognition of indigenous cultural
and territorial rights in Latin America has enabled the continuity of elite monopoly power [102]
(pp. 58-59). As a result, environmental rights like the human right to water are articulated as assets
or rights of an elite or as consumption goods [102] (p. 60). Similarly, Zwarteveen et al., [108] (p. 3)
take issue with the term governance as a tool to “normatively prescribe or help design particular
institutional, organizational, and financial arrangements for making water decisions and regulating
water”. Often without scientific foundation, the ensuing good governance prescriptions rest on
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“ideologically informed speculations about what society or development should be, rather than from
in-depth empirical understanding of how water governance actually occurs”.

For water in Latin America, this means being attentive to the gaps between the worlds in which
global discourses are fabricated, and the worlds in which it they are meant to take effect. The latter is a
world of contradictions. A world that is a product of the legacies and contemporary expressions of
colonialism, where the force of experiences positioning themselves as “correct” clash with the strength
of local traditions attached to other values and meanings. This clash is characterized by a lack of
respect toward difference, emphasized in the imposition of standardized measures. In response, critical
work has emphasized water’s many natures rejecting stabilized approaches that limit water to a status
of “natural resource” [109]. These many natures include diverse meanings of drinking water quality
and potabilization [110,111].

Instead of focusing on the limits to change in the face of neoliberal politics, Rivera-Cusicanqui
and other Latin-American scholars like Gutierrez-Aguilar concentrate on the possibilities of hope
and transformation. These can be found in micro-political practices, such as those assembled from
everyday popular doings, as well as in moments of crisis. They can also be created through ch’ixi.
Not unlike de Certeau’s thinking, even clandestine, everyday micro-political doings wield power, a
power of the community against the state [112]. In Cochabamba (Bolivia), communities organized and
sustained daily roadblocks, marches, and occupations of the city through the Coordinadora del Agua
(Water Coordination Committee) and compelled the state to cancel the privatization of the city’s water
utility [113]. In terms of crisis, while Berlant emphasizes the crisis ordinary, Rivera-Cusicanqui insists
on the productivity of crises as moments when meanings, experiences, and memories are trembling
and unstable and ripe for transformation. Times of crisis can create spaces of possibility to rethink and
reorganize who we are and how we live [103,106]. Similarly, Solway [114] finds that drought can act as
a “revelatory crisis”, where asymmetric socio-economic power relations are exposed and questioned.
Like Rivera-Cusicanqui, Solway thinks of crisis as a moment of potential social change that opens
space for contestation but can likewise conceal the deeper roots of crisis in inequality.

The emancipatory possibility lies in the ability to recover creativity in the episteme of decolonizing
forms. This can be achieved by following three principles. The first is a plurality of activities, avoiding
the tediousness of mechanized industrial work in favour of collective work in all its multiplicity and
creative potential [100]. The second calls for the weaving of words and acts, limiting the gap between
them, which is widened in colonial society. It invites us to weave antagonistic forces and give them a
purpose, to create forms of sociability that imply the coexistence of difference, and to generate spaces of
exchange and friction transforming contentiousness into a zone of interweaving [106]. The third insists
that none of these efforts are ever only “ours”. They exist only if they “are contaminated, dirty, stained
and partially inhabited by others” [104] (p. 225). This requires a self-conscious poiesis capable of
creating conditions of full respect for the individual without diminishing the strength of the collective.

In Bolivia and Colombia, the collective everyday efforts of those engaged in community-run water
systems—acueductos comunitarios—involve a plurality of activities at different scales that enable
communities to safeguard space for their work as well as the long-term integration of their labour and
ideas into municipal and national water plans [115,116]. Similarly, communities in Colombia have
instigated processes of environmental democratization, defying big mining conglomerates and state
repression, through constitutional lobbying and activism involving a diversity of creative alliances
and mechanisms of democratic participation [117]. These are just some examples of how everyday
practices are nurturing new forms of organization and new languages for governing water and the
environment [104] (p. 227).

6. Conclusions

Inspired by the work of Silvia Rivera-Cusicanqui, in this article we sought to weave ideas about
practices and the everyday in an open and contradictory way. We offered a fabric in the making, for
approaching practices related to the forms of governing and lending meaning to water. Instead of
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trying to create a uniform or harmonious theoretical framework, we recognize difference and leave it
unresolved. We began this tapestry with the work by Foucault on the translation of specific discourses
into practice, reproducing power relations and inequalities. We wove Foucault’s concern with the
workings of power and their effects on lived experience, with the ideas by Lefrevre, Bourdieau, and de
Certeau, which address practices and the everyday as their primary object of focus. Here, Lefrevre’s
thoughts on voluntary self-regulation and the irreducibility of the everyday, stand side by side with
Bourdieu’s concerns on the theorization of the relationship between social strictures and practice and
with de Certeau’s focus on the ways in which practices transgress the pressures of broader society.
Adding scholars from another continent to the weave, we engaged with the work of pragmatists
on how the everyday is alive and dynamic and cannot be reduced to general laws; it is constructed
circumstantially and in context. Here, knowledge, which is developed through practice is “always
provisional”. These arguments are braided with Thrift’s focus on the role of objects and on the
afterlives of practices and the work of scholars like Lauren Berlant on crisis as a normal part of the
everyday. Ideas around care complement this part of the tapestry: in contexts of everyday precarity,
care encompasses a number of activities related to responsibility, education and compassion.
Echoing both pragmatic and non-representational perspectives, we argue that knowledge must
begin from practices, from the observation of the everyday and not from any pre-established theoretical
perspective. In this spirit, our engagement with the scholarship on practices and the everyday does not
seek to resolve the tensions between them, but to put them out there respecting Rivera-Cusicanqui’s call
to observe and listen, embracing uncertainty in order to distance oneself from a dichotomous vision of
the world since differences, present in the fragments, can consist of radical opposites. This contravenes
the generalized conviction, naturalized by standardized proposals in water management, whereby
the contentious coexistence of difference is negated, supressing possibilities for chi"xi consciousness.
The invitation is thus to remain attentive in order to perceive differences where everything seems
uniform; to celebrate the stains, the contradictions, the unexpected shortfalls and the creativity.
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