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The Grammar of Cleaning: A Conversation
Maarten Delbeke, Noémie Etienne, and Nikos Magouliotis
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Cleaning is never a neutral act. In the eighteenth century, acts of cleaning became a way to decide
what counted as disorder, to separate asserted purity from designated pollution, and to display
authority over matter, space, and people. From the forecourt of Paris’s Notre-Dame to the Ganges
river in Varanasi to Scotland'’s filthy privies, practices of cleaning have shaped political order.
Racial issues, colonization, and the management of public space revolved around the idea and
implementation of cleaning, which could also involve the deliberate relocation or erasure of
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human beings.
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