
  

 

SOCIAL WATER 

 

 

An Interdisciplinary Postgraduate Workshop 

White Rose: Hydropolitics Network 

University of York 

Friday 25th October 

9.15-17.45 

#SocialWater13 



  

 

Welcome! 

We are delighted to welcome you to Social Water, an interdisciplinary postgraduate workshop 

hosted by the White Rose Network on Hydropolitics. This workshop is designed to facilitate 

discussion between postgraduates from a variety of backgrounds, but all with a common interest in 

the entanglements between water, society and culture. It has been fascinating seeing the breadth of 

abstracts that have been submitted, perhaps reflecting water’s diversity, both in regards to its 

materiality as well as the multiple ways in which people interact and conceptualise this everyday 

substance. We hope today will provide postgraduates an opportunity to share ideas, works in 

progress and to discover what others are researching in this exciting area of study. The panels have 

been put together thematically and we are looking forward to a constructive day of discussion, 

debate and exchange of ideas, culminating in a roundtable discussion at the end of the day. If you 

are of a ‘Tweeting’ persuasion, then we will be using the hashtag #SocialWater13. You may also wish 

to follow us at @SocialWater2013 or to find us on Facebook. 

We hope you find this an enjoyable and stimulating day, and welcome any feedback. The organisers 

are very grateful to the University of York Humanities Research Centre for their generous support of 

this event. 

Christine Gilmore, Hannah Boast & Will Wright 

Conference Organisers 

White Rose Studentship Network: Hydropolitics: Community, Environment and Conflict in an 

Unevenly Developed World 

This event is hosted by White Rose Studentship Network: Hydropolitics. The network consists of 

three PhD projects based at the Universities of Leeds, Sheffield and York. It seeks to encourage 

interdisciplinary research and discussion on issues surrounding water, people and conflict, primarily 

drawing from the disciplines of literary/cultural studies, cultural geography and sustainability 

studies. It is hoped that this event will act as a springboard for a larger event in the summer of 2014, 

and we hope that many from this workshop will be involved.  

Christine Gilmore: Dams, Displacement and Development in Narratives of the Nubian Awakening 

Supervisors: Professor Graham Huggan (Faculty of Arts, University of Leeds), Dr Ziad Elmarsafy 

(Department of English and Related Literature, University of York) 

Hannah Boast: Drinking the Sea, Making the Desert Bloom: Water, Community and Culture in 

Contemporary Israel/Palestine 

Supervisors: Dr Ziad Elmarsafy (Department of English and Related Literature, University of York), Dr 

Jessica Dubow (Department of Geography, University of Sheffield) 

Will Wright: Waves of Memory: Post-tsunami practices in South East Sri Lanka 

Supervisors: Dr Tariq Jazeel (Department of Geography, UCL), Dr George Holmes (School of Earth 

and Environment, University of Leeds) 

   



  

 

Location:  
The workshop will take place in two venues - The Treehouse and the Bowland Auditorium, both 

located in the Berrick Saul Building (BSB) on York’s Heslington West campus.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



  

 

How to Get There: 
The Berrick Saul Building can easily be reached by public transport: the numbers 4 and 44 buses run 

from the railway station to the campus via the city centre every ten or so minutes. If you’ve travelled 

by rail, you can get a ‘Unirail’ return ticket on the no. 44 bus for £1.50 by showing your train ticket. 

Tickets on the no. 4 are £2 return. Depending on the traffic it will take between 20 and 30 minutes to 

get to the University. Please alight at the library stop on University Road, and cross the road under the 

bridge towards the Market Square, from which you will see signs to the Building.  

Alternatively, the BSB is an approximately 45 minute walk from the station. 

Parking is available less than five minutes’ walk from the HRC in Campus Central Car Park. Visitors with 

mobility difficulties can drive or be dropped off at the door of the BSB. The building is fully accessible 

for disabled visitors. 

 

Places to Stay: 

If you’d like to stay in York overnight, all of these places are centrally located and budget-friendly. 

1. York Central Travel Lodge 90 Piccadilly, York YO1 9NX (from £22 p/n) 

Tel: 0871 984 6187 / http://www.travelodge.co.uk/hotels/196/York-Central-hotel 

2. Ace Hostel, 88-90 Micklegate  York, North Yorkshire YO1 6JX (from £16 p/n): a Georgian townhouse 

dating from 1790 that has recently been refurbished, there is a choice of dorm-rooms or private rooms 

(including en-suite). 

Tel:   01904 627720  / http://www.acehotelyork.co.uk/ 

3. Park View Guest House, 22 Haxby Road, York YO31 8JX (£30 p/n):  Newly opened guest house close 

to the city centre. All rooms en-suite with free car parking. 

Tel: 01904 611396 / http://www.parkviewguesthouse.co.uk/ 

 

 

Contacts: 
If you need to contact the organisers on the day, they are available at:  

  Hannah Boast:  07743 399136 

  Christine Gilmore: 07894 343932 

  Will Wright:  07817 269518 

 
  

http://www.travelodge.co.uk/hotels/196/York-Central-hotel
http://www.acehotelyork.co.uk/
http://www.parkviewguesthouse.co.uk/


  

 

Programme 

 

9.15-10.00 
Downstairs Foyer 
 

Registration and coffee 
 

10.00-10.10 
Treehouse 
 

Welcome and introduction to the Hydropolitics Network 
Hannah Boast (York), Christine Gilmore (Leeds) and Will Wright (Sheffield) 
 

10.10-11.10 
Treehouse 

Panel 1: Postcolonial waters 
Chair: Dr Claire Chambers (Dept. of English and Related Literature, University 
of York) 
Niranjana Ramesh (Institute for Sustainable Resources, UCL) – A Tank Half-
Full: Water in the Socio-Ecological Imagination of Chennai 
Irma Allen (Department of Anthropology, Goldsmiths, University of 
London) – Water, water everywhere, but not a drop to drink: The lived 
experience of scarce water and its social meaning in Malta 
Sarah Bennison (School of Modern Languages, Newcastle University) – 
Culture clash in Lima’s watersheds: heroic ancestors and narratives of 
rebellion 
 

11.10-11.30 
Treehouse 

Break 
 
 

11.30-12.30 
 

PARALLEL PANELS: 2A AND 2B 

The Treehouse 
 

2A: Flows of memory, migration and mourning 
Chair: Dr Tariq Jazeel (Department of Geography, University College London) 
Christine Gilmore (School of English, University of Leeds) – "This was the 
disaster that befell us": The contested legacy of the Aswan Dam in Egyptian 
and Nubian literary narratives 
Emilija Lipovsek (College of Tourism Belgrade, Serbia) – Fluidity in Lara by 
Bernardine Evaristo 
Emily Thew (School of English, University of Sheffield) – To Be Made Whole: 
Grieving Whos and Whats in Peter Carey's Chemistry of Tears 
 

Bowland 
Auditorium 

2B: Divided waters: water management between communities and 
the state 
Chair: Dr George Holmes (School of Earth and Environment, University of 
Leeds) 
John Morgan (Department of History, University of Warwick) – ‘Do not 
seek thy penny in the water’: regulating environmental exploitation in an 
early modern English waterscape 
Oladipo Lafinhan (Department of Geography, University of Nottingham) – 
An appraisal of the transition in flood hazard governance in England from 
‘flood defence’ to ‘flood risk management’ 
Owen King (Faculty of Environment and Technology, University of the West 
of England) – Contested Waters: Perspectives on participation, consensus 
and (ant)agonism in hydro-social spaces of governance. 
 



  

 

12.30-13.30 
Foyer 
 

Lunch 
 

13.30-14.30 
Treehouse 
 

Keynote lecture 
Dr Kimberley Peters (Department of Geography and Earth Sciences, 
University of Aberystwyth) 
(Un)social water: drifting towards mobilities at sea 
 

14.30-15.00 
Treehouse 
 

Break 

15.00-16.00 
The Treehouse 
 

3: River communities, human and nonhuman 
Chair: Dr Jessica Dubow (Department of Geography, University of Sheffield) 
Hetta Howes (School of English and Drama, Queen Mary, University of 
London) – Beside still waters: proximity to, and interaction with water, in 
The Orcherd of Syon and Aelred of Rievaulx’s A Rule of Life for a Recluse. 
Eddy Dreadnought and Paul Allender (visual artists) – River Ritual (film and 
talk) 
 

16.00-17.00 
 

PARALLEL PANELS: 4A AND 4B 

The Treehouse 
 

4A: The sea as space and substance 
Chair: Dr Kimberley Peters (Department of Geography and Earth Sciences, 
University of Aberystwyth) 
Hannah Boast (Department of English and Related Literature, University of 
York) – ‘Olives and feta’: debating Israel’s Mediterranean identity through 
Amos Oz’s The Same Sea (2001) 
Will Wright (Department of Geography, University of Sheffield) –  Memory, 
Forgetting and ‘Communities of Practice’ on South East Sri Lanka’s Tsunami 
Affected Coast 
Satya Savitsky (Lancaster Centre for Mobilities Research, Lancaster 
University) – The Domestication of Ice 
 

Bowland 
Auditorium 
 

4B: Colonial waters, circulations of power 
Chair: Dr Ziad Elmarsafy (Department of English and Related Literature, 
University of York) 
Mariana Matoso (Department of Spanish, Portuguese and Latin American 
Studies, University of Nottingham) – Networks of Meaning in the Water 
Conduits of Luanda and Maputo 
Nicola Pritchard (School of Geographical and Earth Sciences, University of 
Glasgow) – Redefining Rights: Grassroots Water Provision and Perceptions 
of the State in Dar es Salaam 
Jo Lunt (Department of History, University of York) – Problematising Social 
and Cultural Meanings of Water in Colonial History and Beyond: Uganda 
1940 – 1970  
 

17.00-17.45 Wine reception and Roundtable  
Led by Professor Graham Huggan (Faculty of Arts, University of Leeds) 
 

17.45 onwards 
 

Meal in York (restaurant TBC) 



  

 

Abstracts 

 

1: Postcolonial waters 
 

Nirinjana Ramesh – A Tank Half-Full: Water in the Socio-Ecological Imagination of Chennai 

PhD Candidate, Institute for Sustainable Resources, University College London 

niranjana.ramesh.12@ucl.ac.uk 

 

In the south Indian coastal city of Chennai, a multitude of visible artefacts like water tankers, 

‘bubbletop’ cans and public water tanks represent the fragmented state of water supply. Yet, a 

closer engagement with domestic users of water revealed an ecological and cultural imagination of 

water that is hidden from view and literally under the ground – groundwater. Contrary to a Western 

ideal of flow in water infrastructure, the socio-ecological imagination of water, here, is built around 

the idea of fill, refill and recharge. This paper presents the social, cultural and environmental politics 

that are built around such an imagination of water, based on ethnographic study conducted in two 

specific neighbourhoods of Chennai. Although both neighbourhoods express a strong cultural and 

ecological preference for groundwater, their socio-economic difference reflect the classed nature of 

terms like public and private or resource and commodity in daily usage. The social imagination and 

power structure at work between and within these neighbourhoods shapes individual exercise of 

agency in usage practices. 

Academic research has considered water in Chennai primarily from the supply side, analysing 

institutional structure and politics, and infrastructure engineering, with not much of a focus on the 

user’s cultural politics. I have, hence, employed an approach which draws from theories on 

anthropology of water to build on the framework offered by political ecology to conduct my study 

from the domestic user’s perspective. 

 

 

Irma Allen – Water, water everywhere, but not a drop to drink: The lived experience of scarce 

water and its social meaning in Malta 

MA in Social Anthropology, Goldsmiths, University of London 

an201ia@gold.ac.uk 

 

Malta is among the world’s top ten water scarce countries. Only c.23million m³ of groundwater can 

be sustainably extracted. However, Malta’s consumption is c.65million m³ per annum. These ‘dry’ 

facts construct the official portrait which lives on the ground countenance and counter through 

more fluid and intimate interactions with water. An ethnographic encounter with one 69-year-old, 

female, part-time farmer traces the way in which water flows through history and relationships, 

structuring her social domain. Her life is representative of a land-working generation, whose living 

memory knows water’s worth and weight, once hand-pumped and carried in buckets. Born to a 

large, poor family, unable to read or write, emigrating to Australia for work, where she married and 

had children before returning – she translates multi-cultured practices through an embodied 

principle of water conservation that runs in fading parallel to Malta’s modernity. Scarcity’ is 

experienced in terms of financial, technical and normative flows not liquid resource. At home – the 

first in the neighbourhood to have a bathroom – she refrains from using the costly (reverse osmosis 

mailto:niranjana.ramesh.12@ucl.ac.uk
mailto:an201ia@gold.ac.uk


  

 

produces 55% of Malta’s water) taps and shower, installed on return from Australia. Rather, in 

return for helping relations on their land, they drive over gallon-bottles of spring-water, which she 

hoards for watering, washing, and toilet-flushing. Now widowed, with her children back in Australia, 

water is a means by which she constitutes and reinforces relationships with neighbours and 

extended kin in an exchange system. It is also how she communes with nature – garden fruits and 

vegetables return offerings only when she provides nourishment. Due to scarcity, water, a source of 

delight and consternation, a discussion point and a matter for concealment in relation to hygiene 

and access, contains and permeates social meaning.  

 

 

Sarah Bennison – Culture clash in Lima’s watersheds: heroic ancestors and narratives of rebellion 

PhD Candidate, School of Modern Languages, Newcastle University 

sarah.bennison@newcastle.ac.uk 

 

Peru is an ecologically and culturally diverse nation. This, however, is rarely reflected in policies 

pertaining to natural resources upon which all sectors of Peruvian society depend and various 

experts have called for State water policy to take into account the nation’s cultural diversity (Gelles 

2000; Oré 2009; Guevara-Gil 2006). In Peru, as elsewhere, the modernist project is rooted in the 

theoretical separation between humans and nature, including spirits and ancestral beings. 

Nevertheless, for a large sector of Peruvian society, manifestations of water are believed to have 

personalities, agency and the ability to judge human behaviour. Engaging with postcolonial theory, I 

explore beliefs about water in the highlands of Lima, where, as I will show, water is closely linked 

with notions of morality, power, the afterlife, and of identity. 

The Lima valley water sources are a valuable lifeline for agricultural, industrial and domestic needs 

from valley top to coast, where Peru’s desert capital (which is on the cusp of megacitydom) is 

located. My interest here is the human-water relationship that characterises different sectors of 

postcolonial Lima society, and divides them. Based on the premise that water practice reflects and 

reproduces cultural values, I explore ontological tensions manifest in State and rural (‘indigenous’) 

highland discourses of water. Specifically, I analyse ancestor narratives recorded on fieldwork in 

2012 in the Lima province of Huarochirí and argue that through such narratives, rural highlanders 

contest dominant views of water management and knowledge. 

 

 

 

  

mailto:sarah.bennison@newcastle.ac.uk


  

 

2A – Flows of memory, migration and mourning 
 

Christine Gilmore - "This was the disaster that befell us":  The contested legacy of the Aswan Dam 

in Egyptian and Nubian literary narratives 

PhD Candidate, Department of English, University of Leeds 

chris8tine80@gmail.com 

 

When the Nubian people were displaced from their homelands in 1933 and 1964 as part of Egypt's 

'High Modernist' development agenda to make way for a succession of dams on the river Nile, it was 

widely anticipated that resettlement would pave the way for modernisation, development and their 

integration into wider Egyptian society.  However, Nubian literary displacement narratives reveal the 

extent to which memories of, and mourning for, pre-diluvial Nubian society inflect contemporary 

Nubian self-identity and demands for justice that have been silenced in mainstream Egyptian 

discourses.  This paper will examine how two early Nubian literary texts - Muhammad Khalil Qasim's 

Ash-Shamandoura (The Buoy, 1968) and Yahya Mukhtar's  Jibāl al-Kohl (Black Mountains, 1975) - 

contest  dominant discourses about the Aswan Dam's national legacy articulated in Son'allah 

Ibrahim's Insān al-Sad al-'Ali (Man of the High Dam) and Nejmat Aghustus (Star of August) by 

speaking through the silence to reframe and re-centre marginalised Nubian perspectives on 

development and displacement. 

 

 

Emilija Lipovsek – Fluidity in Lara by Bernardine Evaristo 

PhD Candidate, College of Tourism Belgrade, Serbia 

foxlinden@gmail.com 

 

This paper will be focusing on Bernardine Evaristo’s novel-in-verse Lara (1997, 2009), with the 

chronotope consisting of three continents and two centuries. The family past described in the novel 

reflects the history of colonization and ‘reverse colonization’, in which the ‘Black Atlantic’ has the 

central and most significant role. The dislocations of the main character’s ancestors will lead the 

main character to the postcolonial journey into her family history, searching for her own identity. 

This paper will be also concentrating on the fluid identity of the migrant characters and offer 

another reading of the fluid identity: how identity, and the way it is modelled and changed, can be 

linked to the literal meaning of fluidity through numerous aquatic metaphors found in the book, as 

in water, rivers, seas, oceans, but also blood and umbilical fluid. 
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Emily Thew – To Be Made Whole: Grieving Whos and Whats in Peter Carey's Chemistry of Tears' 

PhD Candidate, School of English, University of Sheffield 

e.thew@sheffield.ac.uk 

 

In The Beast and the Sovereign Derrida writes: 

The common condition of both beast and sovereign, qua living beings, is to be exposed to death, and 

to a death that always risks coming back from who to what, to reduce who to what, or to reveal the 

“what” of “who.” Is to die not to become “what” again? A “what” that anybody will always have 

been. (p.137) 

I will examine how experiences of grief and loss open up just such questions of ‘whatness’ and 

‘whoness’ in Peter Carey’s 2012 novel The Chemistry of Tears. The novel is set against the backdrop 

of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill of 2010, and raises questions for the reader as to how the 

irreparably damaged marine environment of the Gulf of Mexico can or should be mourned. I will 

read the novel alongside the ongoing legal case involving BP and Transocean, in which 

environmental damage and nonhuman animal deaths are classified as natural resources, the loss of 

which is able to be repaired through ‘restoration’ projects. The structure and objectives of these 

projects mimic the processes of detachment and reattachment which characterise Freud’s 

theorisation of ‘normal’ mourning, as opposed to pathological melancholia. Jacques Derrida, The 

Beast & the Sovereign: Volume One, ed. by Michel Lisse, Marie-Louise Mallet & Ginette Michaud and 

trans. by Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2009) 
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2B: Divided Waters: Water management between communities and the state 
 

John Morgan – ‘Do not seek thy penny in the water’: regulating environmental exploitation in an 

early modern English waterscape 

PhD Candidate, Department of History, University of Warwick 

john.morgan@warwick.ac.uk 

  

This paper explores some of the historically contingent political issues produced when inhabiting 

riverine and estuarine habitats, with particular reference to sixteenth and seventeenth century 

Gloucestershire. Rivers and estuaries were sites of both potential profit and peril in early modern 

England. Water was an important source of mechanical power, a provider of food, and an efficient 

medium of transportation, yet the benefits of living in a riparian landscape could be quickly nullified 

by overwhelming flood waters. In an era of internal colonisation of ‘waste’ land by agricultural 

‘improvers’, these complex and often unruly ecosystems were subject to intensified human 

alteration, exploitation and adaptation. Riverside communities developed a patchwork of political 

institutions to cope with the threat of flooding and manage potentially highly productive land within 

their bounds. This paper outlines the variety of political fora in which water was regulated in early 

modern Gloucestershire. It shows how in different settings, different groups were able to leverage 

their specific experiences of fluvial landscapes to influence flood control and resource exploitation – 

experiences articulated as knowledges gained variously through labour, law, kinship, and custom. It 

reveals some of the ways in which local communities managed water resources within and between 

themselves, and demonstrates the important mutually influential relationships between riparian 

landscapes and contemporary political and social continuity and change. Subsequently, this paper 

offers an early modern perspective on community based resource management, and the role of the 

local and central state in enabling and shaping the regulation of dynamic waterscapes. 

 

 

Oladipo Lafinhan – An appraisal of the transition in flood hazard governance in England from 

‘flood defence’ to ‘flood risk management’  

PhD Candidate, Department of Geography, University of Nottingham 

lgxol1@nottingham.ac.uk 

 

There has been a shift of policy paradigm in flood governance in England from flood defence to flood 

risk management.  This has been conceptualised as a shift from narrowly focusing on ‘protection’ 

and ‘defence’ to the consideration ‘risk management’ and ‘adaptation’ through the use of a portfolio 

of approaches including the traditional flood defences but further expanded to consist of other 

approaches such as development control, partnership funding, community resilience, and structural 

resistance to floods as well as improved flood warnings. This culminated in the passage of the Flood 

Risk Regulations 2009 and the Flood and Water Management Act 2010. Prima facie this change in 

policy seemed inevitable, especially considering the pervasive nature of risk management in 

European environmental governance as manifested in the Water Framework and the Floods 

Directives. However this paper accounts, qualitatively, for the emergence and implications of flood 

risk management as the prevalent governing paradigm in flood management. This is achieved 

through the detailed analysis of semi-structured interviews, policy documents, annual reports, 

departmental guidance, corporate plans, written and oral evidence to House of Commons select 

mailto:john.morgan@warwick.ac.uk
mailto:lgxol1@nottingham.ac.uk


  

 

committees from a broad range of policy actors spanning governmental, non-governmental, 

business, charity and the research sectors produced during the time period from 1998 to 2010. It is 

shown that the current governance paradigm emerged from the transformation of flood 

management institutional practices within the context of the effects of climate change, central 

government adoption of sustainable development as a government wide policy and the need for 

public sector efficiency.  

 

 

Owen King – Contested Waters: Perspectives on participation, consensus and (ant)agonism in 

hydro-social spaces of governance. 

PhD Candidate, Faculty of Environment and Technology, University of the West of England 

owen.king@uwe.ac.uk 

 

Participation in environmental decision-making is increasingly regarded as a ‘human right’. Given the 

fundamental importance of water to human existence, the apparent urgency of burgeoning 

environmental ‘crises’, and growing public distrust of policy decisions based on institutional science 

(Irwin 1995), it is unsurprising that the debate over how best to democratise water management has 

become a significant one. 

Contemporary spaces of water governance are characterised by the combination of multiple entities 

and processes in a complex system of power relations which together produce meaning and action 

(Murdoch 2006). Within these spaces, despite the putative virtue of the prevailing liberal model of 

participatory ‘deliberative’ democracy, there are tensions between its scientific, ethical, democratic 

and economic underpinnings. Such contradictions and complexities are of importance because they 

have the capacity to prevent a satisfactory political resolution to water problems using a prescribed 

methodology.  

This has led to the emergence of an array of alternative perspectives on how to properly politicise 

the management of the environment: from, at one side of the spectrum, the post-political conviction 

in the fundamentally contradictory nature of liberal democracy (Swyngedouw 2011); to, at the 

other, the liberal elimination of antagonism and conflict in favour of consensus-building in formal 

arrangements (Mouffe 2005). 

By investigating how hydro-social democratic spaces in Arizona – a region of acute water stress 

combined with rapid development – are opened up or closed down to contestation between 

multiple relationships, this work will argue how a clearer, truer prescription for democratic decision-

making might materialise through acceptance of the ambivalent, partial character of human 

relations. 
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3: River communities, human and nonhuman 
 

Hetta Howes – Beside still waters: proximity to, and interaction with water, in The Orcherd of Syon 

and Aelred of Rievaulx’s A Rule of Life for a Recluse 

PhD Candidate, Queen Mary, University of London 

hetta.howes@gmail.com 

 

Many late medieval devotional texts, such as the Middle English translations of Aelred of Rievaulx’s 

De Institutione Inclusarum (A Rule of Life for a Recluse), urge the reader to ‘haunte ryueres of cler 

water’. When such water is found, however, the reader is frequently advised to remain beside it, 

rather than venture into it. Such instruction, this paper will suggest, was partly inspired by biblical 

tradition, and partly by the fact that, for various reasons, water was a far more threatening element 

in medieval England than it is today. Nevertheless, such advice is complicated by conflicting imagery 

of immersion. Readers are warned about the dangers of drowning in dangerous water, which is used 

as a metaphor for drowning in sin. Yet authors, paradoxically, deliberately describe positive spiritual 

experience in terms of direct interaction with water, even drowning.  

This paper will suggest that the reader is offered a choice: they can remain safely ‘beside still waters’ 

– and in many cases they are pressed to do so. Or, they can throw themselves into the water – be it 

clean or polluted - and thereby risk drowning in order to gain a deeper relationship with God, and a 

more sublime state of perfection. Although this paradox appears in a number of late medieval texts, 

I will focus on two fifteenth-century examples: the Vernon version of A Rule of Life for a Recluse and 

the Bridgettine Orcherd of Syon, both written for female audiences in Middle English. 

 

 

Paul Allender and Eddy Dreadnought 

River Ritual – film and talk 

Paul and Eddy are visual artists, based in Sheffield. 

paulallender@live.com; info@eddydreadnought.co.uk 

 

This film and talk focus upon the River Don in Neepsend in Sheffield. They look at the river in a 

number of ways: as memory; as industrial worker; as being; as indifferent; as guilty; as playful 

pleasure and as death. 

The film emerged as a collaboration between the processes of personal experience, memories and 

analytical and philosophical reflection. It also emerged from walks through Neepsend made together 

by the two artists. For us, the story meanders between a number of points or islands of concern. 

These are ambiguous and unfixed but revolve around such things as post-industrial landscapes, 

‘dead’ spaces, memory, nostalgia, desire, and the futility of anthropocentrism. 

The River Don was once at the heart of a heavily industrialized district and as such was a huge 

provider of power and a receiver of waste and effluence. The latter was so much the case that, in 

the 1960’s, 70’s and 80’s, no fish or other animal life was able to survive in its waters. This is no 

longer the case with fish and birdlife thriving. Its industrial life seems to be over. 

The film was directly inspired by Paul’s memory of a student death, in a Rag Week boat race. This 

event is unsupported by historical evidence, but we decided to believe in it anyway, and investigate 

it using an absurdist ritual.  

All the footage was shot by the Don, almost entirely along the former route of the boat race.  

mailto:hetta.howes@gmail.com
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4A: The sea as space and substance 
 

Hannah Boast – ‘Olives and feta’: debating Israel’s Mediterranean identity through Amos Oz’s The 

Same Sea (2001) 

PhD Candidate, Department of English and Related Literature, University of York 

hannah.boast@york.ac.uk 

The sea has been largely absent from accounts of the relationship between Israelis and their 

environment, marginalised in the mainstream Zionist narrative of renewing the land of Israel  

(Hever 2012). Since the early 1980s, however, there has been an increasing focus on Israel’s coastal 

location, as ‘Mediterraneanism’ –Yam Tikhoniut in Hebrew – has emerged as a popular theory of 

Israeli identity (Nocke 2009). Still, while scholars of cultural studies, politics and economics have 

written extensively on Mediterraneanism, there has been little attention paid so far to its 

manifestations in literature.  

This paper explores the place of the Mediterranean and Mediterraneanism in Israeli author Amos 

Oz’s novel The Same Sea, arguing that the novel depicts a tension and transition between two forms 

of Israeli identity through its use of coastal settings. I demonstrate that, for Oz, the material and 

metaphorical connective possibilities of the sea provide a means through which he imagines Israel’s 

social, political and economic futures. At the same time, I show that Oz’s apparent sensitivity to the 

Mediterranean’s materiality highlights ambivalences within the Mediterranean idea. Oz’s focus on 

water’s smoothness and flow, the foundation of a peaceful ‘Mare Nostrum’, elides the reality of the 

Mediterranean as a space of blockages, disruptions and toxicity, when viewed alternatively as the 

scene for migrant journeys, the Mavi Marmara killings, and the disposal site for desalination by-

products (Chambers 2010; Iovino 2013). This paper shows that Mediterraneanism, ostensibly an 

Israeli reengagement with place, can also act as a kind of displacement, negating Israel’s need to 

deal with the complex entanglements of politics and ecology in the Mediterranean Sea. 

 

 

Will Wright – Memory, Forgetting and ‘Communities of Practice’ on South East Sri Lanka’s Tsunami 

Affected Coast 

PhD Candidate, Department of Geography, University of Sheffield 

will.wright@sheffield.ac.uk 

 

This paper explores practices of memory and forgetting of the Indian Ocean tsunami that struck the 

coast of Sri Lanka in December 2004. The tsunami was one of the highest profile ‘natural’ disasters in 

recent times, killing over 38,000 people and displacing over half a million in Sri Lanka alone. It 

generated an unprecedented outpouring of aid and huge global media interest as the devastation of 

people’s lives, livelihoods and communities (and indeed holiday destinations) were beamed around 

the globe. As time passed, the media coverage died down and the world turned its interest to other 

disasters and events. For the communities affected by the tsunami, it was not so easy to forget the 

trauma of the waves and their devastation. As the landscape of disaster shifts from the immediate 

impact of the waves themselves to the longer term effects of the tsunami, the communities that live, 

work and play on this coast continue to have to negotiate the tsunami in their everyday practices. 
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This paper explores how the tsunami permeates the day-to-day lived realities of the people of 

Arugam Bay, a small, coastal community in South East Sri Lanka. Based on empirical research 

conducted in 2012-13, it will focus on four ‘communities of practice’ that have shaped life in the 

village - fishing, surfing, tourism and researching – and the role they have played in (re)engaging 

people with the medium of disaster: the ocean. In doing this, it will draw on recent work within 

social & cultural geography that focuses on the sea, emphasising its agency and materiality, to argue 

that the tsunami remains ‘just below the surface’ for many people in Arugam Bay, and engagements 

with these ‘communities of practice’ having mixed outcomes for different people.  

 

 

Satya Savitsky – The Domestication of Ice 

PhD Candidate, Lancaster Centre for Mobilities Research, Lancaster University  

s.savitzky@lancaster.ac.uk 

 

Water manifests itself in highly diverse forms, and is experienced, conceived and ‘domesticated’ by 

human collectives in similarly heterogeneous ways.  One way in which water manifests itself, as ice, 

presents a particularly interesting set of challenges for attempts to grasp it and harness its powers. 

Whilst carrying connotations of solidity and permanence, in practice (or ‘in the wild’) ice is highly 

volatile, fluctuating with varying degrees of predictability between a solid and a liquid state, and 

subject to seasonal cycles of freezing and thawing. In practice ice’s most salient characteristic is its 

metastability, its always being on its way to something else. The ‘domestication’ of ice involves 

efforts to make it ‘hold-still’ either in its frozen state (i.e. through controlling temperature variables) 

or otherwise break through it or prevent it from freezing over (to make it serve as water). Modern 

transportation routes in/through icescapes are subject to various efforts to make them serve as or 

‘make sense’ in terms of the ‘permanent’ geographical characteristics of land and sea (Gerhardt et al 

2009). Yet ice (especially in the wild) refuses to ‘hold still’, upsetting land/sea binaries and 

consequently presenting all sorts of volatilities (material, legal, geopolitical) for the establishment of 

permanent infrastructural pathways. Most dramatically, fluctuating icescapes render transportation 

subject to seasonal rhythms and intermittent availability. This is ironic of course, considering 

(domesticated) ice’s singular importance in enabling societies to escape the constraints seasonality 

(i.e. through refrigeration). The proposed paper ponders the paradoxes of ice as a substance – or as 

a set of potentials. 
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4B: Colonial waters, circulations of power 
 

Mariana Matoso – Networks of Meaning in the Water Conduits of Luanda and Maputo 

PhD Candidate, Department of Spanish, Portuguese and Latin American Studies, University of 

Nottingham 

asxmm2@exmail.nottingham.ac.uk  

 

One of the consequences of the segregational urban development triggered by colonialism in African 

cities was the ill fitting and uneven deployment of water supply networks that failed to reach the 

majority of the population. Albeit an historical contributing factor, still today most urban expansion 

is not complemented by a reconfiguration and/or extension of water provisioning systems, which is 

only made worse due to the collapse of states’ capacity to provide basic infrastructures. Amidst the 

millions of residents left parched, such settings have triggered the emergence of the so-called new 

service providers – actors who come to contest the traditional institutional framework, reconfigure 

water provision models and challenge infrastructure networks. An example of such setting can be 

found within the arteries of Luanda and Maputo’s slum areas, where a palimpsest of water provision 

modalities and stakeholders have come to (co-)exist (e.g. small-scale private operators and/or 

community based organisations) – each of which infused by a different social meaning of water. By 

dissecting this landscape and exploring the involvement of key figures in each of the water sectors, 

the paper will thus reflect upon the networks of meaning that derived from these new provisioning 

models. This will allow for a better understanding of the different perspectives and vying values 

underlining the essence and the role of water for each stakeholder group, whilst contributing 

towards the current debate on public and private sector participation in water management. 

Research was based in two fieldwork trips, semi-structured interviews, published and unpublished 

reports, local conferences and governmental workshops.  

 

 

Nicola Pritchard – Redefining Rights: Grassroots Water Provision and Perceptions of the State in 

Dar es Salaam  

PhD Candidate, School of Geographical and Earth Sciences, University of Glasgow  

n.pritchard.1@research.gla.ac.uk 

 

As urban populations rapidly increase, domestic access to water in the Global South is becoming an 

ever-growing challenge. With finance unavailable to improve or expand existing infrastructure to 

new and informal settlements, residents often have to rely on alternative means of accessing water 

such as local vendors, neighbours or kiosks. Thus, domestic water has become an increasingly 

grassroots-oriented issue as communities work together to ensure residents can access a regular 

and safe supply. Additionally, civil society organisations’ role has become more important as they 

lobby to the state for accountability and water rights, and often fill the gaps in terms of provision 

that the state has neglected. Rights can become reconceptualised in a setting where provision has 

become decentralised and water is primarily seen as a commodity. As paying for water becomes the 

dominant discourse, a right to water can then become understood as simply an issue of reliable 

availability rather than state provision; “we have a right to water because we pay for it”, redefining 

broader conceptions of rights and developing an understanding of water as a product rather than a 

natural resource. Moreover, multiple grassroots providers of water can contribute to a paradigm 
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shift in a post-socialist setting, as previous expectations of the state become altered as policy 

advocates decentralisation and community ownership. By exploring how rights surrounding 

domestic water have recently been redefined in Dar es Salaam, the additional implications for local 

understandings of the state, the role of community based provision and issues surrounding the 

implementation of policy will also be addressed.  

 

 

Jo Lunt – Problematising Social and Cultural Meanings of Water in Colonial History and Beyond: 

Uganda 1940 – 1970  

PhD Candidate, Department of History, University of York 

jl599@york.ac.uk 

 

In the field of medicine, a number of factors have limited the importance historians have placed on 

social and cultural understandings of water. Indeed, from the development of tropical medicine as a 

discipline to the internationalisation of health, the role of water in the history of medicine has itself 

been neglected. Whilst historians of medicine often recognise water as important in shaping disease 

environments (Lyons 1992; Farley 1991; Bell 1999) detailed analysis of the conceptualisation, 

intellectualisation, views and uses of water in science and medicine is limited. Further, the 

predominance of biomedical models and parasitology in tropical medicine has significantly shaped 

the classification of tropical diseases and subsequently analyses of this field of medicine. On the 

whole, official records tend to limit discussions to the improvement of supplies or so-called 

objective, scientific examinations of water. Further, these decisions are often based on ingrained 

social and cultural meanings attached to water and its relationship to disease by colonial officials 

rather than the Ugandan population; and Kiganda concepts of diarrhoeal disease, for example, could 

be very different to their British counterpart (Bennett, Serwadda, Jelliffe 1964). Using the case study 

of colonial and postcolonial Uganda this paper highlights the difficulties in unveiling social and 

cultural meanings of water in colonial histories. The multiplicity of such meanings is not always easy 

to reveal, but this paper provides some insights that are worth investigating further. Finally, it seeks 

to open dialogue about how the creation of knowledge relating to water can and has shaped social 

and cultural meanings and vice versa. 
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