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Naturalizing Environmental Injustice: How Privileged Residents Make Sense of 

Detroit’s Water Shutoffs 

Problems of water security abound all over the world, proliferating in such forms as 

drinking water contamination, national security disputes, and depleting reserves—often 

exacerbated by rapid climate change and lack of adequate investment in water infrastructure (or 

their responsible management) (Dinar & Dinar, 2018). Such instances almost always result in 

environmental injustice, affecting low-income people of color and other marginalized groups 

disproportionately. Existing social tensions often prevent long-term sustainable solutions to 

water security, such as upgrading infrastructure or access systems. In the US, urban-suburban 

conflicts particularly perpetuate vicious cycles of environmental injustice, as in Detroit, MI, 

which continues to reel under massive infrastructure costs for a common water system that also 

services its far wealthier suburbs (Recchie et al., 2019).  

Using Metro Detroit as a case study, our chapter addresses communicative meaning-

making of water access and scarcity among both urban and suburban residents to explore the 

constitution of privilege and difference that works to “other” low-income, often Black, people in 

the city. Although Detroit has evidenced signs of economic revitalization after years of decline 

and population flight to the suburbs, this renewal has largely been concentrated in the greater 

downtown area, prompting charges of negligence to the outer neighborhoods peopled by 

communities of color (Howell & Feldman, 2017). While Detroit was in bankruptcy and under the 

administration of a state-appointed emergency manager, its newly restructured water authority 

started shutting off water connections to thousands of residential customers (Howell et al., 2019). 

In 2014 alone, the first year of mass shutoffs, more than 33,600 accounts were disconnected 

(Thibodeau, 2015), and shutoffs have continued every year since, amounting to more than 
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142,000 disconnected households, according to grassroots activists (personal correspondence, 

We The People of Detroit). This resulted in turmoil, including a spike in water-borne illnesses 

(e.g., Hepatitis A) in the Metro area, an increase in tax foreclosures as delinquent water bills 

were rolled over onto already high property taxes, and a declaration by the United Nations that 

the water shutoffs were an unprecedented human rights travesty (Wylie-Kellermann, 2017). 

Despite this media and grassroots furor, suburban residents and leaders—who share the 

common water infrastructure built by the Detroit Water and Sewerage Department (DWSD) in 

the 1950s—remained ambivalent or even outright hostile toward the plight of fellow citizens 

who were denied access to clean, affordable water barely a few miles away (Sabourin, 2016). 

And despite 80% of Detroiters being African-American, the city’s first White mayor in decades, 

Mike Duggan, coasted toward reelection on the votes of middle-class residents who did not 

perceive themselves to be affected by the continuing water shutoffs. At stake here are thus under-

explored tensions of privilege related to race, class, and geographical location that shape 

community members’ sense-making of access to drinking water. Particularly relevant is the 

ongoing “naturalization” of culture (even as the natural environment influences culture) 

theorized by Donal Carbaugh (1996), along with the “othering” of both nature and residents 

deemed less worthy of access to a vital natural resource like water (Carbaugh & Boromisza-

Habashi, 2007; Carbaugh & Cerulli, 2013; Milstein, 2011). Anand (2012) calls this erasure of 

citizenship rights to a marginalized urban community “abjection,” whereas Kornberg (2016) 

cites the “territorial stigma” that Detroit residents have historically shouldered as contributing to 

this ongoing othering. Thus, this chapter puts into conversation theoretical frameworks from 

environmental communication, social justice law, and anthropology to unpack how relatively 

privileged residents of Metro Detroit constitute their “relations-in-place” (Milstein et al., 2011) 
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with both urban dwellers denied water and the access of water itself. The interview data we 

examine stem from a larger oral history project, which gathers narratives not only from residents, 

but also community and institutional stakeholders on water insecurity in Detroit. 

In the following sections, we first outline the theoretical frameworks that guide us, 

pertaining to the naturalization of culture, othering of nature, and water-based abjection of 

marginalized urban residents. Next, we describe the body of data collected and analytical method 

used for this chapter. Then, we present our key findings on how water access in general, and 

Detroit’s shutoffs in particular, were perceived by urban and suburban residents who were 

largely unaffected by the disconnections. We close with some takeaways for environmental 

justice scholars, practitioners and policymakers.  

Communication, Nature and Othering 

Even as communication scholarship has long foregrounded the human actors designing 

and exchanging messages for accomplishment of mutual goals, several theorists of 

environmental communication have pushed for a more complex view that attends to the ongoing 

intersections among human and ecological elements (e.g., Cantrill & Oravec, 1996). Broadly 

speaking, such research highlights the dialectical, even tensional, relationships between social 

culture and its natural environment. Antecedents of this line of thinking are varied, ranging from 

Donna Haraway’s (1989) interdisciplinary work on “natureculture” as an amalgamation that 

disrupts overly simplistic debates of “nature versus culture,” to eco-materialist strains in literary 

studies that emphasize the natural properties and agency of environmental contexts and elements 

(such as water) (e.g., Strang, 2005), to even more recent adaptations of actor network theory that 

seek to understand climate change as a holistic action encompassing multiple environmental 

agents in addition to human beings (Latour, 2018). 
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Our chapter is particularly guided by the work of Donal Carbaugh and his colleagues on 

how culture is inherently “naturalized” by environmental contexts and elements, and by critical 

perspectives on the “othering” of these elements theorized by Tema Milstein and others. By 

emphasizing the naturalization of culture, Carbaugh (1996; Carbaugh & Boromisza-Habashi, 

2011) makes the point that the way we do things, or the values, norms, standards, and discourses 

that emerge and hold sway in different cultures, is inevitably shaped by the environmental 

conditions at stake. At the same time, social culture—and the communicative practices it 

engenders—is formative, in that it produces particular ways of representing and talking about 

these environmental forces, so that communication re-presents them, as it were, in an ongoing 

loop of nature and culture. Carbaugh and Cerulli (2013) focus on the role of cultural discourses 

that shape social understandings of nature, and highlight five discursive hubs to explore them—

identity, action, feeling, relations, and dwelling. They urge special attention to how local 

communities use discursive practices in mundane interactions to help make sense of who they 

are, what they are engaging in, the emotions these practices generate, and how these themes are 

connected to broader connections between social groups and the larger ecology. 

Milstein’s work builds on this framework in two important ways. First, attuned to the 

fragmented and tensional ways sense-making occurs, she unpacks the dialectics that commonly 

occur in Western public discourse when it comes to the environment (Milstein, 2009, 2011). 

Three foundational tensions are highlighted: mastery over nature vis-à-vis harmony with nature, 

othering nature and environmental agents vis-à-vis connecting with them through diverse 

relationships, and exploitation of the environment vis-à-vis idealizing its scope and power. In 

Western public discourse, Milstein asserts primacy is accorded to mastery, othering and 

exploitation, marginalizing discursive strands of harmony, connecting and idealism—thereby 
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“othering” nature as passive, life-less, non-sentient, or merely instrumental. For instance, entire 

disciplinary fields such as natural resource management reduce environmental entities to 

instrumental “resources” (like oil or water) that can be extracted and exploited for human use. 

Required to disrupt this ongoing process of othering, then, is a shift in cultural discourse primacy 

from separation and exploitation toward greater ecological interdependence and collective (rather 

than personal) responsibility, geared toward identifying with nature (Milstein, 2011, 2016). 

Second, crucial to our study is the notion of “relations-in-place,” which emphasizes how 

social relationships are always formed in situ, within and because of particular sites, locations, 

and ecologies, and are thus meaningless if we do not consider their environmental contexts. 

Milstein et al. (2011) used community-based participatory research to understand local meaning-

making of self-identity, childhood memories, and current social problems in New Mexico, 

finding that place figured enormously in these cultural discourses. Place held both historical and 

material significance, forming participants’ memories and experiences through the availability of 

food, for instance, or their ancestral connection to farming land. 

Despite helping rethink the communicative intersections of natureculture, this body of 

work largely ignores how privilege, place and social histories intersect to create volatile power 

inequities through everyday discourses that often elide the gravest of environmental injustices. 

Water, in particular, is both material and political, notes Soyini Madison (2007) in her 

performative unpacking of the political economies and hierarchies that constitute both 

“consumers” and “users” of water, while reducing it to a passive commodity constituted entirely 

by political treaties and the free market. Thus, our project extends this line of thinking to 

considering how race, class and geographical location intersect with the material facets of water 

access to shape power relations and privileges. Moreover, by considering the issue of water 
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scarcity in urban contexts, we highlight the institutional structures—at state, local, and utility 

management levels—that underlie these cultural discourses and perpetuate power inequities. 

Specifically, we emphasize how water rights are used to marginalize low-income groups and 

people of color, amid long-running urban-versus-suburban conflict. 

Urban Abjection and Water Access in Detroit 

Anthropologists of water have long noted how it constitutes and shapes social worlds, 

influencing broader human values, norms and processes of equity, creation and maintenance of 

organizational structures, political discourses and conflicts, and knowledge systems that confer 

legitimacy (or not) on social groups (Lauer & Aswani, 2010; Long et al., 2013; Orlove & Caton, 

2010). Across both rural and urban contexts, the conferral of water rights helps constitute the 

legitimacy and agency of social groups, determining which groups are powerful and which 

occupy subaltern status. Critical scholars are especially interested in the contestation and 

challenge of status quo structures and devices that confer such subalternity, through local 

community organizing, alternative interpretations of policy texts, and coalition-building with 

unlikely partners, for instance.  

The interconnections among institutional structures, water access and social privilege are 

aptly demonstrated in Paerregaard et al.’s (2016) examination of Peru’s new water law based on 

“integrated water resources management” that sought to include all citizens in managing the 

country’s water—but also inadvertently created hierarchies of privilege and power depending on 

location, class and community history. Moreover, they note that casting water as a resource to be 

managed foregrounds the privatization and commercialization of the environment, and altogether 

erases alternative ways of understanding water and social relationships vis-à-vis water, such as 

dwelling-with water, indigenous worship, or even political action. In addition to rules and laws, 
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scholars have also pointed out the disciplining nature of water infrastructure, so that mundane 

pipes, plumbing, water lines and other forms of infrastructure shape broader social consciousness 

about water access and relations among communities that might have differential access to such  

infrastructure (Radonic & Kelly-Richards, 2015). Deitz and Meehan (2019) connect what they 

term “plumbing poverty”—or the systematic erosion of water infrastructure, specifically among 

low-income communities, leading to a lack of safe, clean and adequate access to water for 

residents—specifically with environmental injustice, when it comes to household water 

insecurity in the U.S. Inadequate state and federal investment in water infrastructure mean that 

low-income urban areas like Detroit end up bearing the brunt of heavy sewage overflows and 

recurrent flooding, leading to residents internalizing a sense of precariousness because of the 

lack of local resources to address the issues (Sampson et al., 2019).  

In line with previous work on water rights and water citizenship, we argue that this 

systemic othering of both nature and marginalized urban communities might be termed 

“abjection,” aligned with dominant neoliberal institutions, laws and market structures. For Anand 

(2012), abjection is “a social and political process through which particular populations are 

pushed beyond the biopolitical care of the state or other institutions, even as they remain central 

to the constitution of such social (or political) collectives” (p. 488). While his original work 

traced the abjection of minority Muslim and low-income communities in the suburbs of Indian 

metropolis Mumbai, the U.S.’ history of suburban sprawl and white flight reverses the direction 

of abjection, so that it is inner-city urban groups that are “pushed down, or cast out of social and 

political systems they could once access and claim” (p. 489). The notion of abjection, however, 

ought also to be extended to include the ongoing naturalization of culture and othering of nature, 

discussed earlier. Indeed, the original term remains fairly focused on social privilege and 
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relegates both infrastructure and water to instruments wielded by this privilege, rather than 

unpacking the complex cultural discourses and ecological sense-making at stake. One important 

contribution might be in demonstrating how abjecting discourses depend on privileging mastery, 

othering, and exploitation of nature; another might well be showing how they deny privileged 

social groups’ relations-in-place, both with marginalized communities and with nature.  

For their part, community organizers and activists mobilizing around water access in 

Detroit are keenly aware of this intersection of social privilege, place and water rights. Activist 

pastor Bill Wylie-Kellermann’s (2017) book is proudly titled “Where the water goes around,” the 

English translation for the Anishinaabe name for the Detroit (“de troit,” or “the strait” in French) 

region, in a clear nod to the region’s colonial history which has been indelibly shaped by its 

water bodies. In contrast to scholars far removed from the scene (and community) who 

documented the community organizing against Detroit’s mass water shutoffs, Howell (2019) 

highlights the need to challenge conventional meanings of water access, environment and 

community for long-term, meaningful change (also see Howell & Feldman, 2017). Recognizing 

that water rights have been used as a weapon against the poor and marginalized, Howell et al. 

(2019) call for myriad coalitions, multi-media products, and educational protests to shift public 

consciousness around the human right to water to something more akin to Milstein’s ecological 

interdependence and collective responsibility. Kornberg’s (2016) historical genealogy of 

“territorial stigma” demonstrates that Detroit’s household water insecurity is due to, at least in 

part, decades-long institutional racism that targeted majority-Black neighborhoods with high 

bills and unreliable supply, along with targeted propaganda by White suburban leaders who 

claimed Detroit’s leadership was corrupt and incompetent while coveting the city’s sophisticated 

water distribution system worth billions of dollars. The formation of the Great Lakes Water 
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Authority (GLWA), in the aftermath of the city’s bankruptcy—due in no small part because Flint 

went off the Detroit water system, which led to its own crisis with lead poisoning—achieved this 

control of suburban interests over the city’s system, and resulted in an operational culture that 

privileged privatization and further commodification of water (Sabourin, 2016). While this 

institutional history has been documented by policy scholars, such as the Haas Center at the 

University of California Berkeley (Reccchie et al., 2019), local groups like We The People of 

Detroit (2016) have also engaged in citizen research to map out geographically how water 

shutoffs and unduly high monthly bills disproportionately affect low-income communities of 

color (even in affluent neighborhoods) who pay retail rates for household water, while suburban 

customers pay wholesale to GLWA. 

Drawing on the literature reviewed thus far, our guiding research question may thus be 

posed: How is water privilege discursively reified (in Metro Detroit), leading to the abjection of 

residents struggling with household water insecurity? 

Method 

The data examined in this chapter is part of a larger publicly available oral history 

project, titled “Detroit Water Stories” (see www.detroitwaterstories.wordpress.com), for which 

the team has gathered narratives of water scarcity, shutoffs, flooding and other infrastructure 

failures, and contamination fears from residents, activits and institutional stakeholders.  

Participants 

Data for this chapter was collected over two semesters, Fall 2017 and Fall 2018, with 

student teams. Four of the student researchers were undergraduates, whereas the others were MA 

and PhD students enrolled in qualitative research methodology seminars. Both undergraduate 

and graduate students were trained in research design, interviewing, and qualitative data analysis 

http://www.detroitwaterstories.wordpress.com/
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by the third author. The student researchers were instructed to reach out through their personal 

and professional networks to interview Metro Detroit residents—people living in the three 

counties of Wayne, Oakland and Macomb counties specifically—who had either experienced 

problems related to water access or knew of people who had. Several students also visited public 

spaces and events, such as the Detroit riverfront and Belle Isle (an island park in the Detroit 

River, near downtown), to approach random passers-by and talk to them about their experiences 

with water access and security.  

In total, 46 Metro Detroit residents were interviewed for this chapter—of whom 25 were 

Detroit residents and 21 were suburban residents who lived in the tri-county area. (Detroit is 

located in Wayne county, and shares borders with Oakland and Macomb.)  Twenty-four were 

women, 18 were men, and three did not disclose their gender identity. Participants’ age ranged 

from 18 to 77, with the average being 39 years. Seventeen participants were Black, 20 were 

White, 1 Asian, 2 Mixed (White and Black), 1 saw themselves as “Other” and 3 participants 

declined to state their ethnicity—the majority of suburban residents were White, while the 

majority of Detroit residents were Black, reflecting the demographic makeup of the Metro 

Detroit area and history. Our participants were also well-educated and earned a household 

income well over the median Detroit household income of $26,249. Seventeen participants had a 

Bachelors’ degree, 13 had a postgraduate degree, 6 had an Associate’s degree, while 2 had 

completed “some college,” 5 had a high school diploma or GED, and 3 did not answer the 

education question. Only 8 participants noted their salary to be at or below $25,000-50,000 

range, with 11 participants in the next range of $50,000-75,0000, 4 in the $75,000-100,000 

range, and 5 enjoying household income in excess of $100,000; 13 participants declined to share 

their household income. 
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Procedures  

A semi-structured interview protocol was developed, with the help of the student 

researchers, to ensure participants would be able to explore their thoughts, ideas, emotions and 

experiences at length during the interviews. The protocol began with questions about 

participants’ communities and neighborhoods, to trace their connections to their lived sites, after 

which they were asked to describe a memorable event where water played an important role and 

to reflect on how they thought access to water affected their community in different ways. 

Participants were also asked if they or anyone they knew had experienced problems accessing 

clean and safe water, and to describe both what happened and how it impacted their lives. They 

were asked to reflect on where they thought their community’s water supply originated, how it 

was managed and distributed, and the role of both institutional stakeholders and community 

members in protecting this water supply. Finally, participants were asked if they were familiar 

with the ongoing water shutoffs to thousands of Detroit residents, and asked to explain how they 

knew of them (if they did), what they thought of the situation, and what might be done to address 

the problems at hand. Interviews concluded with a general question that allowed participants to 

leave with parting comments or closing thoughts.  

Throughout the interview process, the tone was deliberately kept informal and 

conversational, rather than Socratic or pointed (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Knowing fully well 

that class, race and suburban privilege might mean that several participants would be unaware of 

or not very sympathetic to the plight of poor Detroiters suffering from water shutoffs but still 

wanting to engage these perspectives, the interviewers were trained to ask questions in calm even 

tones, and even provide explanations or missing gaps in knowledge if asked by participants. In 

fact, explaining what the water shutoffs were and how long they had been going on became a 
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routine part of our role as interviewers. The majority of our suburban interview subjects were not 

aware that the shutoffs had been going on at all, and thus, interviewers developed short 

explanatory scripts so that participants could at least speculate on the causes for, effects of, and 

possible solutions to the shutoffs. Furthermore, interviewers frequently had to using leading 

questions to get participants to answer questions in a relevant manner, as even some participants’ 

understanding of “water access” was marred by their privilege. For example, water access was 

frequently thought of by suburban participants as one’s proximity to lakes and rivers, with water 

use and access being synonymous with recreation. This is juxtaposed to the focal point of our 

study—thousands of Detroit residents who at one point or another did not have access to running 

water in their own homes. The interviews ranged from 20-60 minutes, depending on the 

convenience of the participants. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed 

professionally. Since participants were assured of confidentiality and anonymity, we used 

pseudonyms to report the data. 

Data Analysis 

We approached our data from a critical-interpretive perspective, in which our role in the 

analysis was not only “‘making sense’ of scene from the participants’ point of view—examining 

not only behaviors but intentions and emotions,” (Tracy, 2013, p. 48) but also pointing out power 

imbalances rooted in “historical considerations of power and class” (p. 48) in and around Detroit. 

In this way, we looked not only at our situated data, but drew on our understandings of the multi-

year water crisis in Detroit, race relations in Metro Detroit, and urban abjection to provide 

context to the data, illuminating participants’ lack-of-knowledge—or sometimes their belief in 

misinformation—and calling out racism and classism rooted in privilege. 
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Data was analyzed using Charmaz’s (2006) constant comparison method. Using 

ATLAS.ti software, the first and second author went line-by-line through the transcripts 

engaging in open coding. This happened separately at first, then the two authors met to compare 

their codebooks and discuss their coding procedures, and then separated again and came back 

together again to compare until they were satisfied that their codebooks matched. During this 

process, special attention was paid to relationships and paradoxes of power and privilege based 

in race, location, and income. We also engaged in memo-ing, both in the form of notated asides 

during the coding process, and in the form of long-form blog posts, shared on our project 

website. We engaged in dialogue among ourselves and with community leaders (residents, 

activists, and experts of water law and environmental justice) to reflect on and make sense of our 

data. These processes allowed us to “figure out the fundamental stories in the data” (Tracy, 2013, 

p. 196) and see how codes related to one another. Sample open codes included ignorance of 

water crisis, don’t work hard to pay for others, and water is a human right. In our second round 

of focused coding, these open codes were grouped into six axial codes: nature of water, personal 

responsibility, role of government, civic solutions, knowledge of water issues, and community 

bubbles. After distinguishing between the macro- and micro-level discourses represented by 

these axial codes, these became the main themes in our findings, discussed next.   

Findings 

Our findings demonstrated four key discourse frames used by participants in both urban 

and suburban contexts to make sense of their access to water. These ranged from emphasizing 

residents’ personal responsibility to manage water supplies and pay their utility bills on time, to 

shifting across paradoxical roles of the government as both problematic actor and solution-

provider, to underlining the need for civic action and solutions, to relying on relatively narrow 
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community boundaries for denying the real scope of the water crisis or mischaracterizing that 

crisis in a way that can lead to abjection. 

While we describe each of these frames below, we also trace how they demonstrate 

competing tensions between macro-level cultural discourses on the meaning of water as a natural 

entity or element. Three such discourses become apparent in the Metro Detroit context—water 

as life-giving (and thus, potentially dangerous if denied), water as key right (and thus, leading to 

social entitlement to adequate supplies of water), and water as commodity (and thus, an object 

that can be both bought and owned by human actors). Each of these cultural discourses is 

tensional. Consider, for instance the discourse of water as life-giving: while it foregrounds the 

benevolent properties and powers of water, participants frequently highlighted the flip side of not 

having adequate access to water, which resulted in severe malnutrition, disease, and even death. 

Similarly, if water was considered an inalienable right for all beings—an understanding that 

stemmed from the recognition that it was crucial for life, but was then re-situated in terms of 

social institutions of law and democracy—some participants also noted that there were several 

residents who tended to treat it as an absolute entitlement and thus abused this right. This line of 

reasoning then often resulted in marginalizing or “abjectifyng” people whose water was shut off 

as being unworthy of this right in the first place. Finally, there is the third cultural discourse of 

water as a commodity or tangible resource, which lends itself to the very human institution of the 

marketplace, making water subject to the laws, norms, rules and other powers of this institution. 

Yet, value in the marketplace is always relative, so that successive instances of buying and 

selling inevitably lower and raise the value of a thing. Inevitably, then, as a commodity, there is 

inherent tension between the understanding of water as a private or public good or service to be 
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bought or sold, or distributed among broader groups for general welfare, and between water and 

other commodities for sale in the marketplace.  

As we show below, these cultural discourses are not discrete, but overlap in both reifying 

and resistive ways across each of the sense-making frames used. At stake, thus, is tracing how 

social privilege operates in complex and layered ways, shaped by (and shaping in turn) the bio-

political power of natural environments and elements.  

Personal Responsibility 

Arguably the most popular frame among both urban and suburban resident participants was  

personal responsibility, echoing neoliberal storylines of individuals creating their own financial 

situation, for better or worse. Participants adopting this frame placed the blame for Detroit’s water 

shutoffs on individuals who should have made better choices and paid their bills on time. For 

example, Amelia, a suburban resident, explained that the water bill is a necessity and is the first 

thing that should be paid before going on to pay for other luxuries: 

If you don't pay your water bill, of course it's going to get shut off . . . You know if you 

use the resource and they told you, you have to pay for it, pay for it. I never had a shutoff 

with my water. Not saying that I got so much wealth, I don't, but I know I would have to 

pay my bill. I can't go buy a Maserati when I know my water bill is due, okay? 

 

This excerpt demonstrates how personal responsibility is emphasized both by abjectifying 

residents unable to pay their bills as feckless and spendthrift (and thus unworthy of empathy), 

and by othering water itself as an instrumental “resource” over which one has mastery. Not only 

is water foregrounded as a commodity, but Amelia also perceived those unable to pay as feeling 

entitled to their water access (which is the flip side of the water as key right cultural discourse). 

Similarly, William, a White suburban resident, believed paying (or not paying) the water bill was 

a choice vis-à-vis other competing but non-essential commodities such as cell phones.  
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Others adamantly believed that DWSD was rightfully disconnecting the water of 

irresponsible citizens; Hunter, a White suburban resident, said: 

To me, it sounds like the city is finally doing something right. If you don't pay your bills, 

you get what you get. If I don't pay my bills, if I don't pay the electricity bill, well, they 

come shut my lights off. If I don't pay my car payments, they take my car away. If I don't 

pay my mortgage, they'll come take me out of my home. That’s just part of life. I don't 

know, don't have a family, don't buy a house if you can't afford to live there. If you can't 

afford to pay your water bills, which aren't very expensive, then quite frankly, you need 

to look at yourself and think about how did I get myself in this situation because we all 

have our own decisions to make. We all have our own choices. 

 

The misinformation evident here is immense. Although he assumed Detroiters’ water bills are 

similar to his own, the truth is that suburban customers pay wholesale rates for their water to 

GLWA compared to Detroiters who pay retail rates to DWSD (as a result of the restructuring 

agreement between DWSD and GLWA). Moreover, suburban customers are billed every three 

months, compared to Detroiters’ monthly payments. Hunter reifies this misinformation by 

framing the problem as a matter of Detroiters not making the right choices (which abjectifies 

them, as with Amelia), and as “just part of life,” which negates empathy for those less privileged 

than himself. The territorial stigma theorized by Kornberg (2016) is also evident here, when he 

notes that by aggressively shutting off water for non-paying customers, “the city is finally doing 

something right” because “if you don’t pay your bills, you get what you get.” The personal 

responsibility frame evinced here also draws on the broader pull-yourself-up-by-the-bootstraps 

neoliberal ideology, averring that “we all have our own choices,” so that if only affected 

Detroiters made the right choices, they would be fine. Such an understanding ignores any 

structural factors associated with the water shutoffs and reinforces the dominant media narrative 

of Detroit’s poor, inner-city residents trying to milk the system. In another nod to the bootstraps 
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ideology, Hunter continued, “Maybe they'll learn to kick it into gear and figure out how to pay 

their bills. Maybe it will teach them a little personal responsibility.” 

Reiterating that these false narratives were disseminated in the local media coverage, 

Bernie, a Black Detroiter, noted, “[It’s] not even seen on the news in-depth but just more or less 

in passing, ‘Oh, people didn’t pay their water bills, they're getting shutoff notices.’ And then, 

‘Hey, we’ll have a day you can come down and pay your bills, the lines were out of the door.’” 

In other words, the mainstream media coverage was casual and offhanded, without much 

consideration of the institutional causes or the human costs at stake, which influenced broader 

public understanding of the issue. In contrast, Bernie saw the effects of the water shutoffs on 

school-aged children first hand, when she worked as a nurse for Detroit’s public school system. 

Broadly speaking, then, the personal responsibility frame draws on cultural discourses of both 

entitlement (water as right) and commodity, while favoring the poles of mastery over water and 

othering of both water and low-income residents.  

Governance as Problematic Solution 

Participants also adopted a frame that saw the government as responsible for the water 

shutoffs, paradoxically both blaming the government and holding out hope for better 

management of its affairs—which served to absolve participants themselves of needing to care or 

contribute towards a specific solution. Some participants drew on decades-long rhetoric blaming 

city leadership as corrupt and incompetent (Kornberg, 2016; Sabourin, 2016), despite their 

underlying empathy for those affected by the shutoffs. For instance, Bernie said,  

I think that we obviously have a system that isn't working. It's one of those things where 

if you haven’t experienced it, then you may not see how flawed the system is. I can't even 

tell you who put the system in place. But let's say that whoever those people are, they’ve 

never experienced water shutoffs, and they’ve never been in the situation to feel as 
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though the water rates are expensive. This wouldn’t be an issue for them, and then they 

may have a difficult time understanding why some people wouldn't be able to afford it. 

Bernie zeroes in on systemic problems facing water access for some Detroit residents here, and 

recognizes the “flawed system” at stake, along with the lack of exposure to such problems that 

leads to the lack of empathy on the part of most people. In particular, she focuses on how most 

people in city leadership are unaffected themselves by the high costs of water access, and so are 

themselves out of touch with the problems facing their low-income constituents. Citing the 

wholesale-retail ratio of suburban-urban payment of water bills, Amelia (who used to live in the 

Detroit before moving to the suburbs) noted ruefully of DWSD leadership, “If I am in control of 

something and my people as citizens that is within that county, their water bill should be lower 

than the people you have to run pipe 50 or 500 miles away from your source.” She was decidedly 

in the minority, however, when it came to participants recognizing the disparities between 

suburban and city residents’ water bills.  

Participants who saw flaws in the system believed water shutoffs should be determined 

only on a case-by-case basis if they were going to happen at all. Even many of the participants 

who adhered to the personal responsibility frame discussed earlier averred that exceptions should 

be made for households with children and senior citizens. Brock, a Black suburban resident, said 

I do feel if you have fully functioning adults in the house, [it’s] situational but if there's 

children in the house, absolutely not. There's no excuse, there's no way around it because 

the children don't get a say and they go without and that's just—I don't know, the kids, 

that's different. Limitations are always good. 

 

Thus, despite his belief that “fully functioning adults” should be able to pay their water bills on 

time and avoid shutoffs, despite the structural odds, whatever they may be, he felt that 

households with children needed to get a pass because kids lacked the evidently all-powerful 

agency he imagined adults to possess. Others thought that water shutoffs should be held off when 
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a senior citizen must choose between paying for their medication or their water bill, or when 

there was a person with a disability or illness in the home.  

Many participants questioned the morality of the DWSD and GLWA for shutting off 

anyone’s water, realizing, as Brock put it, “business and ethics are two different things.” Crystal, 

a Black Detroit resident who lived without water in her home for almost three months a one 

point, also wrestled with the complexity of the situation: 

The simple answer would be that the people who don't pay their bills on time is to blame, 

but you also got to take into consideration that financially, a lot of people are having 

trouble keeping up with payments because a lot of these water shut offs are happening in 

really low-income neighborhoods, neighborhoods filled with residents who don't have 

maybe a steady income or a livable wage to pay for everything. . . . the water company is 

just—I don't know, it seems like there should be a little bit more leeway for this sort of 

stuff or a little bit more compassion towards people who can't make up payments or 

anything. You would think somebody's sense of morality will kick in, but . . . it's just a 

corporation. You can't really expect them to show some form of compassion towards a 

bunch of people who don't give them the money that they want. 

 

Excerpts such as this situate blame on the shoulders of the water utility and Detroit’s city leaders 

who lack compassion for residents trapped in systemic poverty and struggling to make ends 

meet.  Although both DWSD and GLWA are technically public entities, and not “corporations,” 

there are squarely identified with profit-centered logics, so that “You can't really expect them to 

show some form of compassion towards a bunch of people who don't give them the money that 

they want.” These corporatist logics also manifest in the way that shutoffs have been rolled out 

with little to no warning, and for seemingly minor offenses. For example, Tracy, a Black 

Detroiter, recalls neighbors having their water shut off for being only a day late in paying their 

bill “without even so much as a reminder call or some type of grace period or anything. Knowing 

that water is something that's a necessity for human life, it seemed like it was a bit unethical and 
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inhumane.” Government leaders are thus framed as harsh and ruthless, in addition to being out of 

touch with their constituents.  

Paradoxically, most participants acknowledged that the city’s government was 

responsible for, and should, manage and regulate water access for residents because the water 

needs to be treated and water infrastructure needs maintained. They also averred that residents 

should pay something for their water to cover the costs of treatment, although this should be 

priced at a rate everyone can afford. Evelyn, a Black suburban resident, for instance said that 

water should belong to everyone, with civic leaders taking on the custodial role of “managing it 

and safeguarding it” for Metro Detroit residents; these leaders should essentially just be covering 

overhead costs, not making a profit off the water. This showcases a tension between all three 

cultural discourses of water as life-giving, as a key right, and as commodity. Despite recognizing 

water as necessary for life, our participants situated it squarely within social politico-legal-

economic systems, which reduced it to a tangible resource for government distribution and as a 

market commodity. In electing both government and market as the twin social institutions in 

charge of “managing” water access, participants emphasized mastery, othering, and exploitation 

poles of the fundamental social-environmental tensions theorized by Milstein (2009). Moreover, 

in seeing government as both problem and solution, participants’ sense-making frames allowed 

them to place faith in an external third party—local government, DWSD, other voters, etc.—

rather than see themselves as having any agency even if they viewed the water shutoffs as 

immoral, preserving their own social privilege.  

General Civic Solutions 

A small group of participants did articulate goals for civic action, which every citizen 

could take on to address the unfolding water crisis, but these steps were often so broad and 
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general that they betrayed a lack of urgency and understanding of the severity of the situation. 

For instance, several participants believed it was one’s civic duty to stay informed on such issues 

and to hold the government accountable when they see injustice. Mia, a White suburban resident, 

said, it was important to ask questions of civic leaders at local board and city council meetings, 

and to be “more aware of water sources and who’s managing it, and what people are paying.” A 

few others suggested volunteering with local community groups and non-profit organizations 

working on water insecurity issues in and around the city.  

In some cases, civic action was reduced simplistically to having empathy for people 

affected by water shutoffs. Jane, a suburban resident, said, “There ain't no training in the world 

to teach you how to treat a human being, so at the end of the day that's just the main thing. Could 

you do this to your sister or your grandma?” In other cases, a very broad philosophy of “don’t do 

bad stuff to the water” (Hunter) was espoused, so that residents should be mindful about what 

trash and toxins end up in the waterways. Some participants advocated general education for area 

residents, but did not specify how this might address water affordability or even be dispersed 

across to multiple townships and cities. Jane, for instance, urged “teaching education of that to 

not only the young ones but also our older folks . . . because we only have this one planet to live 

on.” For the most part, then, although these suggestions seemed well-intentioned, participants’ 

use of the civic solutions frame ended up reifying their own privilege, by focusing largely on 

personal behaviors and attitudes, while discounting both deeper systemic problems and the 

recognition of waterways as complex environmental agents. As with the preceding sense-making 

frame, all three cultural discourses of water as life-giving, inalienable right, and commodity are 

evident in this frame, yet human mastery and exploitation dominate overall. 
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Perhaps even more problematic were instances where participants endorsed a view 

entirely antithetical to adopting civic solutions, by averring that the underlying systemic 

problems were simply much too complex for reasonable solutions—so that there was no point in 

trying! Carol, a White Detroit resident, recognized that “a lot of factors” were to blame for the 

shutoffs, including “city problems . . . homeownership . . . and the city not having the resources 

to do good management,” and ended up noting there was no upshot to her taking on any action at 

all to fix any of these problems. Echoing the decades-long “territorial stigma” (Kornberg, 2016) 

against Detroiters, Oliver, a suburban resident, said, “I think Detroit in and of itself is a rundown 

community and people simply don’t have jobs to support themselves.” This anti-engagement 

frame essentially reinforced participants’ sense of themselves as existing in their own community 

bubbles, safe and privileged enough not to be affected by the ongoing water crisis, and able to 

absolve themselves of any action to play whatsoever. 

Safe Community Bubbles 

Finally, participants employed sense-making frames that emphasized their geographical 

and environmental apartness from less privileged Detroiters who faced water scarcity and 

unaffordability—their relations-in-place, to borrow Milstein et al.’s (2011) terminology, but also 

these relations-out-of-place. Three community bubbles were evident, which utilized the cultural 

discourses of water in different ways. The first of these bubbles we termed NWIMBY, or 

“Nothing Wrong in My Backyard,” because participants fell back on their financial or 

environmental privilege to see themselves safe and thus downplay the broader water crisis. Some 

participants who had, in fact, experienced life without access to household water, downplayed 

this incidents because they were able to easily purchase water from the grocery or depend on 
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friends and family for help—resources that are not easily available to low-income Detroiters 

struggling with water shutoffs and high water bills. Suburban Madison, for instance, recalled, 

I know one time our pipes froze. That was not fun for a day or two... You had to be like 

really strategic about what you needed to do. I think we luckily just had cases of water in 

our garage... So, we used that... I was really lucky that it was only like a day, day and a 

half. We could just be out of the house and like we have bottles of water if we want to 

drink it. We could go out to eat and stuff, and didn’t have to be too concerned with it... I 

know we asked one of our neighbors to take a look. He was able to help us turn off all the 

pipes, so that they didn’t cause more damage. That was one of the moments that we were 

like, oh yeah, we can go to our neighbors to ask for help with things. 

Madison’s memory of life without water was much more mundane than having your water 

disconnected because you were unable to pay your bill, and she fell back on the social and 

financial privilege at her disposal to use stocked-up water bottles and ask her neighbor for help. 

Even as she talked about the need to be “really strategic” in her use of limited water supplies, 

inherent in her story is the understanding this this was going to be a temporary problem, which 

would soon be resolved—which is not an expectation that Detroiters with shutoffs have.  

Several participants also cited their experiences of recreational activities on the Great 

Lakes, and other small bodies of water, which underlined their geographical and social privilege. 

This was not wholly unexpected, since most Michigan residents, including many Detroiters, have 

long had an intimate relationship with the Great Lakes. For instance, Detroit resident Phil said, “I 

mean, I was growing up and into the outdoors and stuff...So you know, we would just go up and 

we were on a lake... [those were] always fond memories.” Similarly, Hazel who also lived in 

Detroit, noted how she often took water access as granted, recalling a big pool party for her 

daughter’s birthday, when asked her recount an eventful memory related to water: “We filled the 

pool with water and all the little kids changed, splashed, jumped, rolled, and had a good time at 

her first birthday party.” In sum, the NWIMBY frame allowed participants to see themselves as 
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untouched by surrounding water crises, and hinged on cultural discourses that saw water access 

as both something they were entitled to (as a key right) and commodity they could easily afford.  

Another community bubble frame that emerged was focused on differentiating 

participants’ contexts from the Flint lead poisoning tragedy, so that we labeled it, “Don’t want to 

turn into Flint!” Several participants (especially suburban) noted the governmental apathy that 

characterized Flint, but in highlighting how their communities were different from—apart 

from—Flint, they also emphasized their territorial privilege that set themselves as better than 

residents of Flint. For example, Caleb mentioned that no cities’ water issues were “as drastic as 

Flint” and Mia perceived Flint’s water crises as particularly awful because there are “many 

deaths involved.” Isaac said, “I'm perfectly happy with my water and the way it's been handled 

by my local government and by the regional government that runs the water department... They 

haven't done anything stupid like the city council in Flint.” Highlighting the stigma that 

accompanies such geographical othering, Jacob noted that he fielded queries from out-of-state 

friends whether he felt uncomfortable being on the same GLWA water system as Flint was: “It's 

funny, my out of state friend always asks me why I would drink tap water if the water is like 

Flint. I have to explain to them that it's not at all like Flint.” This particular community bubble 

frame thus tapped into both the water as life-giving (and thus water contamination as dangerous!) 

and key right discourses, but twisted them such that participants’ social privilege was preserved 

because they were entitled to better protection from water contamination, compared to less 

fortunate others (notably: Flint residents). Importantly, few Detroit participants used this frame; 

several like Connor actually noted how both Flint and Detroit residents were facing problems 

related to water infrastructure and institutional failure, so that they had much in common. 
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Nevertheless, a community bubble frame that was apparent among our Detroit 

participants emphasized “Detroit has the best water!”, based on past federal and statewide data 

on DWSD’s treatment practices. This frame worked somewhat like the previously noted 

NWIMBY, in that participants who averred this most strongly were generally the most likely to 

downplay concerns and fears from fellow residents about the quality of the system’s water. An 

added possibility is that this frame allows more privileged Detroit residents to reduce concerns of 

household water security to only contamination, rather than consider the various other layers and 

problems at stake, such as aging infrastructure, affordability, and recurrent flooding (Deitz & 

Meehan, 2019). For instance, Bernie said, “It is just always kind of been something ingrained in 

me, like, ‘Oh, well, we live, you know, here. We have some of the best water in the world. We 

have the best.’” Nevertheless, she also continued later to offhandedly remark that “We drink a lot 

of bottled water now.” Similarly, Hazel said, “In Detroit, we've always had clean drinking water 

because for years we had the best water in the country. People took it for granted...” 

Nevertheless, some older suburban residents, like Amelia who had lived in the city for decades, 

evinced slight concern that “somehow” problems had arisen with the water supply—although 

they remained quite misinformed about the water shutoffs or its underlying systemic problems. 

She evinced, for instance, “When I was there [Detroit], it was the cleanest. We had the best water 

in Michigan. But I don't know what went wrong.”  

Conclusion 

Our chapter unpacks how social privilege works in insidious ways to naturalize and reify 

environmental injustice. Specifically, using the context of Detroit’s historic mass water shutoffs 

to low-income communities (primarily of color), we draw on interviews with both urban and 

suburban residents who were relatively unaffected by the shutoffs, to trace how they make sense 
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of these events without feeling the need to be involved or intervene in any way. Our inquiry is 

not esoteric; rather, understanding the cultural discourses and sense-making frames used by 

privileged residents will enable grassroots activists and progressive policymakers to address 

constituents often opposed to the affirmative actions that environmental justice involves. 

Unearthing the discursive devices that allow such residents to see environmental injustice as “not 

my problem” or even as “inevitable” or “just desserts” will enable activists to design 

communication campaigns to better speak to residents’ sense of naturalized privilege. 

Our findings demonstrated the interplay of three underlying cultural discourses related to 

water—as life-giving, as key right, and as commodity—that circulate among participants’ sense-

making frames. Each of these cultural discourses demonstrate the bio-political power inherent in 

natural environments, such that water becomes far more than a lifeless resource or element, but 

one capable of exerting power and influence over broader spaces, places, and human actors, even 

as it is also used, contained, restricted, and/or distributed by such actors. The sense-making 

frames applied by participants ranged from personal responsibility, to government as problematic 

solution, to overly general civic solutions, to emphasizing local community bubbles. While these 

frames overlapped and saw multiple iterations of the cultural discourses noted earlier, they 

broadly absolved key human actors of meaningful action—social or political—and uniformly 

sought to position water as an instrumental resource, valued almost entirely by the marketplace, 

and available only to people who could afford to pay for it.  

To say that our participants were under-informed or misinformed would be accurate, but 

nevertheless miss the point. Although both urban and suburban participants lacked key details of 

the ongoing water affordability crisis in Detroit, underlying this misinformation was social 

privilege, shaped by political and economic ideologies as much as by ecological boundaries and 
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naming conventions (Milstein 2011; Milstein et al. 2011). Naming water in terms of “resource” 

or “payed commodity” enabled participants to elide the life-giving necessities of water for less 

privileged residents; even those forced to come face-to-face with the environmental injustices at 

stake found it relatively easy to shrug off responsibility by blaming third parties such as 

government, out-of-touch city leaders, or even the residents denied water for failing to make the 

“right choices” in their lives. Our chapter thus shows how abjection of low-income residents, 

who were denied due process and status of citizenship akin to their own, occurs not merely 

through the rhetorical naming of “us” versus “them,” but through the complex interplay of 

naming water, infrastructure, geographies, and agency (Anand, 2012; Paerregaard et al., 2016)). 

It is this confluence of agencies—both social and ecological—that partakes in the othering of 

some residents—low-income, inner-city Black and Brown residents mostly—as somehow less 

worthy or deserving of water, even as water itself is reduced to a private good for purchase. 

Milstein (2009, 2011) suggests that one crucial way of restoring the balance from 

mastery-othering-exploitation of nature towards harmony-connecting-idealism of the 

environment is adopting the practice of “witnessing,” rather than simply spectating. When one 

bears witness, as compared to merely observing or looking, there is deep resonance with one’s 

ecology—an understanding, both visceral and intimate, that one is situated within and by this 

broader ecology, which prevents the callous categorization of “things” as apart from oneself. 

Bearing witness involves listening, identifying oneself with our larger environment(s), and 

embracing silence of one’s voice to privilege the perspective of others—and especially 

nonhuman others in the ecology at large. These lessons could be cultivated in environmental 

justice programs that focus on ecological interdependence and collective responsibility, rather 

than the community bubbles and personal responsibility frames that our participants evinced. 
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Such programs might push privileged residents to recognize how their lives are interwoven with 

those of lesser privileged citizens, and with the interconnected water supply and distribution 

system that sustains all life in the region. This training opportunity might also involve deeper 

reeducation about the power, agency, value and vigor of water bodies and watersheds, far 

beyond justified by the buying and selling of the market, or even by politically expedient laws. 

Bearing witness to water access means recognizing that “one water” is not just a marketing 

tagline for GLWA, but a universal truth of social and ecological existence in SE Michigan.  

Our findings also bring attention to how social privilege operates vis-à-vis place, 

especially when we note how participants fell back on narrowly defined community bubbles as 

their safe space, to avoid facing the trauma of the ongoing water crisis in Detroit. Just as 

communities can productively break through restraints by situating their relationships and 

discourses in-place (Carbaugh & Cerulli, 2013; Milstein et al., 2011), our findings show how 

place can also eject or exile “other” beings from consideration of the values and norms they 

would otherwise hold dear. When privileged residents look within their small bubbles and see 

nothing wrong, or they see the resources at hand to stave off disaster for themselves, they tend to 

bury their heads deep in the sand and ignore the trauma of environmental injustice for large 

swathes of people who reside only a few miles away. Or, because they would rather not see 

themselves in the same predicament as others no too far away (Flint), they exert privilege to 

willfully blind themselves to the injustice occurring just beneath their nose (Detroit). Place, 

distance, and identification are thus crucial tropes ripe for further examination in future research 

on environmental privilege and power relations. 

Finally, our research urges environmental communication scholars to recognize that 

while natural elements and agents are important to take note of in the constitution of everyday 
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life, they are often mediated through the built environment, social institutions, and legal 

mandates that make the environment “real” for human beings. For collective action to be 

enabled, environmental justice programs must unpack how institutions and infrastructures shape 

social privilege vis-à-vis natural elements—even when elements are absolutely crucial to life, 

such as water. Institutions like the market and regional politics thus frame not merely who is the 

“true” citizen backed by state authority, but what these unequal powers and privileges mean for 

policies regarding, behaviors toward, and outcomes for environmental entities.  
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