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The Paradoxical Centrality of Abandonment in the Urban Life
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Jérome Monnet

Representing what is discharged, waste is logically considered peripheral, if not marginal, in
contemporary urban life. According to the well-known formula of the anthropologist Mary Douglas
(2003), « dirt is matter out of place », human beings thus create places dedicated to contain and
exclude that « dirtiness », which they want to be rid of. In private spaces, be it domestic or
professional, we maintain the cleanliness of the property: organizing belongings, removing dust and
disposing of waste. This ultimate physical exclusion allows one to place waste out of reach and out of
sight: it is first confined to bags or assigned to containers, before to be «taken out» from our homes
and placed into bigger containers, which are in turn removed from the citizens’ daily view by being
discharged into garbage dumps, and then buried or incinerated.

The whole system of dismissing «dirty» material from places where it does not belong
involves a territorialized network, whose existence maintains itself in the citizens’ consciousness on a
subliminal level, so that the production and transportation of waste does not contaminate the city.
Indeed, the sociocultural construction of waste requires that it is kept at the same time out of sight and
out of mind. «Seeing» dirtiness leads us to feeling dirtied and to wanting to clean ourselves, or else
denouncing the dirtiness of others and demanding a cleansing.

I would like to ponder on the marginalization of waste in the city and its paradoxical
character, by exploring the idea that this product of society is a fundamental component of public
space, and therefore of contemporary urbanity. For this reason, it is interesting to consider the notion
of abandonment. The process of abandonment, even when it is ultra-fast, makes it possible to grasp
the transformation of that which is not yet waste, and still has a value and a use, into a thing that no
longer has a place in our midst; that which has to be excluded, discharged and hidden.

Freudian psychology has shown the importance of the character building moment of the
young human being, when they accept that their excrement, which although originated from and
created by them, is no longer «theirsy: it then becomes possible to be separated from something which
was part of oneself without undermining her or his integrity. But it is another matter, a more cultural
factor that leads one to want and need to hide their excrement from their own view and from the view
of others. While in Ancient Rome it was acceptable to do one's needs in public, in specialized places
where people could get together and talk, today’s standard is everyone must confine themselves away,
isolated from even those with whom we are more familiar or intimate.

The abandonment maintains a connection with the intimate and public concept of the self that
could also be illustrated with the fate of a cigarette. Bought as a desirable product, worthy of a
financial expenditure, it will be consumed through one of the most intimate parts of the human body,
the mouth, by inhaling the smoke and the tar that it contains. But once consumed, the cigarette will go
directly from being an intimate and valorized object, to one of undesirable waste, that which we need
to get rid of as fast as possible by disposing of it, but not just anywhere. In the private spaces
mentioned before, the smoker will want to stub out the butt before putting it away in an ashtray or bin,
to isolate the dirtiness it represents henceforth, and to respect the personal and collective sense of
cleanliness. But if the smoker is in a place that he or she considers « public », whatever its juridical
status might be, they allow themselves to do what they wouldn't do elsewhere: discard the cigarette
butt on the ground, without the feeling of sullying or dirtying themselves.

One could now look at various other examples, evoking the fate, after use, of subway or bus
tickets, tissue paper, disposable bottles, food packages, free newspapers, leaflets, etc. These objects
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share the requirement to be thrown into the garbage if people are indoors, and the possibility of being
left behind “anywhere”, or almost, when people consider themselves as being outdoors. The
possibility of abandonment is, therefore, an important indicator of public space. For example, social
practice shows that clients do not consider shops as public spaces, because they don't generally allow
themselves to abandon their waste there, whereas train stations or open air markets are more
frequently used as places where we authorize ourselves the abandoning of certain things we no longer
want.

It should be noted that there is a double variation, synchronized or not, of the public
production of waste and the intolerance towards it. Thereby, dog dirt can become a source of scandal
and denunciation as the number of dogs gradually increases in a city. We observe the media
controversies or political mobilizations against people who spit on the ground or urinate in the streets.
The cigarette butt becomes a matter of public controversy as soon as the law forbids smoking in
indoor public spaces and encourages smoking outside. With the intensification of contemporary forms
of mobility, and the development of consuming and snacking in the streets, we abandon packaging
and remnants in collective transport or on public benches. The distribution of free newspapers with
second-rate content is swiftly followed by their abandonment after a quick reading... These leftovers
first appear to be tolerated as part of the “normal” dirtiness of public space, until their accumulation or
a change in their social acceptability lead people to protest against their presence.

In this way, public space is a product of the non-self. One can maintain her or his own
integrity by transferring the burden of waste to an anonymous otherness, through unconscious micro
depositories which volume is far beyond the “public” equipments dedicated to it: the garbage cans,
the roadside gutters, the WC, the drains, etc. The links between the process of abandonment and the
production of the “public” dimension of the urban space allows us, therefore, to ponder the central
role that publicness plays in the creation of contemporary urbanity.

During the course of the planet’s hominization process, which has seen the human species
occupy all possible spaces, whether it be in the long-term (like in most continental regions), or in a
temporary or exploratory manner (like high peaks, ocean depths or polar ice caps), human beings have
not stopped abandoning what no longer had any interest or value to them: leftover food, broken or
used objects, lands worn-out by pastoral exploitation, forestry, agricultural or mining projects, villages
emptied by rural exodus, silted up harbours, towns abandoned by traffic, etc. Throughout the entire
duration of the process of appropriating the planet into a habitable environment, abandonment has
been an ongoing process that gives archaeologists today inexhaustible material: in excavating corpses,
objects, and architectural and spatial structures.

Over this time-frame, the act of abandoning is often perceived as leaving “behind oneself”
that which is no longer of interest, without having to co-exist with what we abandon. But settlements
in general, and urbanization in particular, imply a radical change-in our relationship with all that we
abandon. When a society can no longer separate itself with all what it abandons by relocating itself
completely, it must rebuild itself on site, with, and on top of, its own discharges. The constant
reconstruction of the city onto itself has thus become characteristic of the phase of global urbanization
that started with the Western industrialization in the XIX century. Before, entire urban systems or sites
could be abandoned when the civilization that built them collapsed or weakened, as we can see in the
case of monumental ruins that have since become tourist attractions following their restoration. By
contrast, in the past two centuries, the abandonment of cities appears to have become an exception
(such an exception would be the contemporary “shrinking cities”).

At a time when we are no longer abandoning cities, and thus having to coexist with all that is
operationally discharged after consumption, we can now move on to put the paradoxical process
aforementioned. On the one hand, discharges are devalued as waste, and are therefore marginalized
and made invisible by containing it in isolated places, inside buildings or within the urban fabric. On
the other hand, the ability to abandon things in the space shared with others relies on a trust about the
public order in the city.

Indeed, disposing of something in public space implies the transfer from one's load onto the
whole society and especially onto the “public” service established for “cleaning” shared spaces. The
very gesture of throwing something away has a specific implication in the city: after having separated

2



oneself from a thing with which one does not want to maintain any relation, everyone has faith in the
fact that upon one's return, the waste will have disappeared thanks to the intervention of a greater
collective body concerned with the common good. Moreover, this confidence accredited to public
space to take charge of the waste that we abandon, also extends to other forms of abandonment, which
in turn presumes its capacity to manage it.

As a matter of fact, alongside the definitive abandonment which creates a dramatic break
between oneself and the abandoned thing which no longer belongs to anyone (res nullius), there is
another form of abandonment. It is ambiguous because it is provisional: we trust public space to
“maintain” the objects we temporarily leave unattended, without abandoning our ownership. A
ubiquitous example of this in the contemporary city is given by the parking of private vehicles on the
road: their owners, who have gone to do something else without having renounced their right to the
object, far from it, privatize momentarily the public space entrusting their property to it. Cars and
trucks lining the sides of the streets, bicycles and motorcycles locked to street hoardings and
occupying sidewalks, kick scooters parked alongside gates that protect access to schools: all these
elements have become unavoidable (literally as well as figuratively) in the global cityscape. This
invasive use of public space has become a major concern for public authorities, who then implement
more or less sophisticated systems to control, repress and/or tax these temporary abandonments.

As well as this definitive or provisional abandonment of certain objects, a third type of
abandonment characterizes public space: that of living beings, which represents another type of trust.
When humans furtively abandon pets — like litters of kittens deposited in the trash, dogs attached to
streetlights, or exotic animals put in the sewer — they rely on public space to shift this burden to other
humans. This is particularly evident in the cases of abandoned human babies: in the Old European
regime, they were so frequently abandoned at the doors of convents and churches, that charitable
institutions set up special apparatus called “Towers of Abandon”, in order to preserve the anonymity
of those doing the abandoning, whilst making sure the babies were safe. The recent resurgence of
these cases in Europe and Asia has led hospitals to put similar apparatus in place (“baby hatches” or
“baby boxes”).

But the abandonment of a being by another is not a phenomenon as widespread as the
abandonment of oneself to public spaces and charities: that is, beggars, tramps and other homeless
people. Just as most city dwellers prefer to ignore what happens to the waste once they have produced
it, they would like to ignore the existence of "street people". However, this reality is within everyone’s
view, and not only because public space represents a refuge for these poor people, but, most of all, a
resource. Besides the fact that they need to become visible if they want to beg, they must go around as
to rummage through the garbage bins to retrieve waste, which value they restore: food to eat, clothes
and furniture to reuse, objects and materials to resell, etc.

The stigmatization that affects the population whose survival depends on the exploitation of
waste, is due to the cultural representation of "contamination" of the former by the latter. The
encompassing society and the authorities can thus allow themselves to discard them as « human waste
», preferring to ignore the sub-human conditions in which they live, whilst barely tolerating those who
are visible.

The issue arises to extend the notion of abandonment even further, by including entire spaces
and groups. In Los Angeles, the City Council has extended its ban on loitering to its whole territory,
specifically intended to prevent homeless people from moving and establishing themselves in streets
elsewhere than those of the pericentral, "sacrificed" neighborhood of Skid Row, where their presence
is tolerated. In Europe, Giorgio Agamben has discussed the common linguistic roots of the words
abandonment, ban, bandit and banlieue. Is it possible to see a form of abandonment in the persistent
devaluation of the banlieue as “under-urban” (sub-urb) form of city? In these poorly recognized urban
spaces, utilized by urban planning as landfill locations of hazardous, contaminated and unwanted
equipment, roads and infrastructure are often neglected as they contain communities who are
undervalued as poor and/or “foreign”. Then, camps and slums appear as urban discharge, treated and
marginalized just like any waste.

In conclusion, the place of waste in the city can be analyzed within a more complex system,
in which the possibility of abandonment requires the rule of public order to which the citizens entrust
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the job of dealing with all that they definitively reject or temporarily abandon. When we consider the
role of invisibilization in the process of abandonment, it follows an intervention in this system that
would involve making visible again what was hidden or repressed. Refocusing the public eye on
waste, amongst other things, and on abandoned beings, creates a scandal necessary for everyone to
remember their responsibilities in the production and management of this phenomenon.
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