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Chapter 1

Introduction
The right to housing needs to be dissociated from the right to  
property and returned to the right to inhabit.

       -Don Mitchell, The Right to the City1

Adopted in 1996 after  the  fall  of  the apartheid  state,  the South African constitution 

enshrines the rights of  all people in South Africa. Enumerated among these rights is a right to 

property and a right to housing.2 The former represents the claims to ownership and private 

property that are familiar in U.S. law and Western tradition: the rights to possess property, and 

through this possession, to use it as one sees fit, to accrue any benefits that are derived from it, 

and to be protected from its  undue expropriation. The right to housing,  on the other hand, 

recognizes the fundamental need for access to shelter and basic social connections. Under its 

provisions, every home is protected from demolition, and its inhabitants protected from eviction, 

except  after  a  court  has  considered  all  the  relevant  circumstances.  Moreover,  South  Africa's 

municipal governments are responsible, within their available resources, to realize the right to 

adequate housing for all. Juxtaposed against one another, these rights represent claims that are 

often contradictory. The underlying contradiction, in many cases, is that a person's home is not 

necessarily that person's property. Such homes may exist, either as, or located on, property owned 

by the state or by a private entity. In such cases, where the lawful property owner is met with the 

unlawful appropriation of  his property as someone else's home, the right to that property and the 

right to housing come into conflict.

This  thesis examines these conflicting rights as they have unfolded in the new South 

Africa – a nation reborn after years of  race-based segregation and oppression. In an international 

context, a right to housing is named in the Universal Declaration of  Human Rights. According to 

article 25, “everyone has the right to a standard of  living adequate for the health and well-being 

of  himself  and of  his family.”3 A right to housing is included within this provision insofar as 

adequate housing is a necessary component to such a right. Despite this international framework, 

the idea of  a right to housing is not deeply ingrained in the core national values of  many states.4 

In the United States, for instance, a right to housing was once proposed by Franklin Roosevelt as 

1 pg. 20.
2 South African Constitution, 1996, Chapter 2, §25 and §26.
3 Universal Declaration of  Human Rights, 1948, Article 25.
4 Leckie, 2003, pg. 4.
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part of  a “second bill of  rights,” but never came to fruition.5 Given South Africa's history of 

apartheid – and apartheid's particular disregard for housing tenure through policies of  forced 

relocation, confined movement and racial exclusion in particular places – a right to housing has, 

understandably, been written into the  national constitution.

At its core, this thesis is a study of  the appropriation6 of  urban space – a study of  when 

claims  to  land  are  honored,  whose  rights  take  precedence,  and,  importantly,  under  which 

conditions  these  rights  remain  valid.  In  unpacking  these  largely  processual  questions,  new, 

multifaceted questions are raised: What kinds of  forces drive urban appropriation? What kinds of 

effects result from the contested appropriation of  urban space? Approaching these questions, we 

consider several artifacts of  processes urban appropriation – both as drivers of  these processes, 

and as effects.

These  artifacts  take  various  forms.  For  example,  we  consider  the  ways  in  which  the 

appropriation  of  urban  space  takes  place  through  legal  processes,  finding  that  concrete 

circumstances and particular court cases inscribe themselves in legal doctrine with far reaching 

effects. Thus, one type of  artifact we discover is a legal artifact. We also find that communities 

coalesce  and  social  movements  form through  the  crucible  of  the  struggle  to  find  adequate 

housing.  These  communities  –  in  particular,  the  community  dubbed  'Symphony  Way'  –  are 

treated as another type of  artifact. Through yet another lens, this study examines the emergence 

of  a new spatial tool deployed in these processes: the Temporary Relocation Area (TRA), which 

is thought of  as a physical artifact marking the urban landscape.

Importantly,  these  foci  of  analysis  should  not  be  thought  of  solely  as  products  of 

processes of  urban appropriation, but also as instigators and instruments of  the appropriation of 

space. The task of  this thesis, then, is to draw out these legal, social and physical artifacts in order 

to understand the processes that grow out of, as well as underlie, their unfolding. This emphasis 

on  process,  especially  concerning  processes  of  neoliberalization  (which,  as  we  will  see,  is 

significant in this thesis), draws methodological guidance from the work of  Neil Brenner, Jamie 

Peck,  Nik  Theodore,  and  Adam Tickell,  who integrate  strains  of  critical  social  theory  with 

geography and urban studies research agendas.7 The consequences of  such an approach, as Neil 

Brenner says, is a break with “'mainstream’ urban theory—for example, the approaches inherited 

5 "Text of  FDR's 1944 State of  the Union Speech,” 1944.
6 The term 'appropriation' should be thought of  with caution. In a very literal sense of  the word, to think of  urban 

space in terms of  appropriation is to already privilege a sense of  property in a discourse on the uses of  space. 
This seems an unavoidable feature of  the language.

7 Brenner, 2009; Brenner, Peck and Theodore, 2010; Peck and Tickell, 2002.
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from the Chicago School of  urban sociology,” in that:

Rather than affirming the current condition of  cities as the expression 
of  transhistorical laws of  social organization, bureaucratic rationality or 
economic efficiency, critical urban theory emphasizes the politically and 
ideologically  mediated,  socially  contested  and  therefore  malleable 
character of  urban space—that is, its continual (re)construction as a site, 
medium and outcome of  historically specific relations of  social power.8

Through a close reading of  process, then, we can avoid treating the legal, social, and physical 

artifacts that have emerged as necessary. Rather, we view the narrative that unfolds as contingent, 

taking a critical look at the uses of  law and new urban forms. In this sense, this thesis tries to 

heed Lefebvre's reminder that “(social) space is a (social) product.”9 Instead of  assuming that the 

illegal occupation of  urban spaces is automatically illegitimate, we seek to understand the ways 

that competing understandings of  space (as property and/or as home) are produced. Out of  this 

study of  process, we will be able to develop a properly historical perspective of  the spaces under 

study while also shedding light on the question of  competing rights, particularly, on the very 

notion of  a right to housing.

Spatial Context

This study is focused on the contested appropriation of  urban space in  Cape Town, 

South Africa. Home to the country's Houses of  Parliament, significant port facilities, a vibrant 

tourist  economy,  and  a  metropolitan  population  of  approximately  3.5  million,  Cape  Town 

represents a significant urban center. More-so than many urban areas, the city is highly variegated 

along  racial,  linguistic,  and  socio-economic  lines  –  largely  a  legacy  of  apartheid  policies.10 

Although apartheid laws were repealed nearly two decades ago, the composition of  the city has 

been slow to change. During the transition from the period of  white-supremacist rule to the 

republican  democracy  now  in  place,  South  Africa  decided  to  avoid  the  expropriation  and 

redistribution  of  land  from previous  owners.  Consequently,  settlement  patterns  have  largely 

continued to reflect those under the apartheid regime. There is one notable exception to the 

persistence  of  previous  settlement  patterning,  and  one  of  enormous  consequence: 

contemporaneous with the breaching and repeal  of  the Pass Laws in the late 1980s,11 South 

8 Brenner, 2009.
9 Lefebvre, 1991, pg. 26.
10 For a comprehensive look at the history and geography of  Cape Town, see Western, 1996 and Worden, et al., 

1999.
11 The Pass Laws Act of  1952 required all blacks to carry “pass books” that stipulated where, when, and for how 

long a person was allowed.
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Africa's urban centers experienced a large influx of  black settlers into unsettled, often marginal 

spaces around the city. This abrupt urbanization has resulted in an acute and persistent housing 

shortage, and the emergence of  many informal settlements.12

The sites of  these informal settlements, as well as several sites of  unsettled and newly 

developed land, are the primary sites treated in this thesis, though three others are contextually 

important: the city center, Cape Town International Airport, and the N2 Gateway (Figure 1). The 

city center, for our purposes, is loosely defined as the area between Table Mountain and the Cape 

Town harbor. This area is what we might call 'downtown' Cape Town, representing the social and 

economic center of  the city. The site of  many of  Cape Town's tourist facilities, its World-Cup 

stadium, its financial district, and its harbor, the city center is also the metro area's employment 

center. The Cape Town International Airport is located approximately 20 kilometers East of  the 

city center. The primary road connecting the airport with the city center is a section of  the N2 

highway called the 'N2 Gateway', or colloquially referred to as 'Settlers Way' for reasons that will 

soon become apparent.

With Cape Town's urban form continuing to reflect the racial schematic of  apartheid, 

new settlers were often forced to occupy marginal spaces in and around the city (Figures 2, 3 and 

4). Many settlers began to rent the backyards of  existing homes. Others constructed shacks in 

parks  and  green  spaces  around the  city.  Significant  in-filling  also  occurred  around  the  city's 

highways – the N1, N2 and N7 roads. Spaces immediately adjacent to these 6 or 8 lane roads 

were attractive to many settlers because they provided land close to the urban center and with 

access to transportation, but without incurring rents (like the backyarders) nor spurring conflict 

with existing residential communities (as with many park dwellers). This study touches on the 

situation of  these three types of  settlers in the locales of  Wallacedene, Valhalla Park, and Joe 

Slovo, as well as Delft, the most significant site for this study.

Delft, a residential neighborhood with a mix of  'coloured' and 'black' residents, high rates 

of  unemployment, a poor transportation infrastructure, and a deficit of  social services, is the site 

of  new land development as  part  of  a  slum eradication project  focused on clearing the N2 

Gateway.13 Delft was an attractive site for housing development because much of  the land there 

remained open. For prospective residents, Delft's location looked far less attractive. Located on 

the  urban  periphery,  tucked  away  behind  the  Cape  Town  International  Airport,  and  with 

inadequate infrastructure and services, living in Delft creates problems for residents to commute 

12 Saff, 1998, pg. 53.
13 Strategic Development Information and GIS, 2010.
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to work, attend school, or even to buy groceries. Thus, in Delft, land is inexpensive, but housing 

is nevertheless undesirable. As we will see, in a neoliberal market system – but one in which the 

state is legally required to provide housing for those without homes – this creates a dynamic 

whereby market forces drive the displacement of  poor people off  of  land that is adequate to 

some of  their needs, and onto land that is undesirable and inadequately located. In doing this, 

market actors are able to (re)appropriate land near the urban center by pushing informal settlers 

onto otherwise unmarketable land in Delft. Before we can further explore this argument through 

our analysis of  legal, social and physical artifacts of  processes of  appropriation, we should set the 

temporal context of  this study.

Temporal Context

This  thesis  primarily  explores  the  period between 2004 and the present.  In order  to 

understand the contemporary moment, though, a broader historical framework is necessary. Most 

of  this  historical  exposition  will  be  developed  in  Chapter  3,  but  an  introduction  to  several 

historical  trends, especially regarding the evolution of  South African housing policy will  help 

elucidate many of  the arguments to be developed.

During the post-apartheid period there have been several approaches to housing policy. 

Although these  changing  approaches  developed out  of  one another,  and  in  many instances, 

obscure one another, it is nevertheless fruitful for this study to think of  South African housing 

policy as divided into several distinct periods. These divisions should be treated as what they are: 

analytic constructs useful for teasing out arguments, rather than as explicit categories defined by 

planners. Although these periods are not clear-cut, the divisions sketched here are articulated in 

legislation and the South African national housing code, and seem to correspond with changing 

attitudes and approaches towards housing. In these governmental documents and legislation we 

read changing iterations of  attempts to treat the constitutional mandate that housing be made 

available for all persons in South Africa.

Based on these sources, we sketch three differentiable and consequential periods in the 

history of  South African housing policy:  1994 to 1997,  1997 to 2004,  and 2004 to present. 

Respectively, these periods represent chaotic, state-centered, and neoliberal approaches towards 

housing policy (Figure 5).

In 1994, when the ANC assumed control of  the state, the government recognized the 

need  for  a  comprehensive  housing  development  regimen  to  augment  the  broader  social, 
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economic  and  political  transformations  that  were  occurring.  Problems  with  housing  were 

especially acute in this period, with an estimated deficiency of  1.5 million urban housing units. 

The government set a target of  constructing 1 million houses within 5 years, and 5% of  the 

national budget was allocated to provincial governments to build new housing units. Languishing 

in  the  1994 transition between government  systems,  though, fewer than 25,000 houses were 

created during the first two years of  the initiative. In 1996, recognizing its housing policies as 

ineffective, the national parliament concluded “that a more 'active role for the state' was necessary 

to attain the housing goal.”14 This role was laid out in the Housing Act of  1997, which abolished all 

previous housing legislation and designated specific responsibilities to each level of  government 

(national, provincial, municipal). Under its provisions, the national government was directed to 

provide broad support and financing for housing development; local governments were tasked 

with developing specific plans and building capabilities for the development and implementation 

of  housing solutions.

In  the  short  term,  this  program  proved  effective  in  organizing  new  governmental 

mechanisms to deal with the urban housing backlog. It consolidated the previously fragmented 

and racialized frameworks through which social services were delivered. This policy established a 

bureaucratic framework through which to evaluate and address demand for housing. As we will 

see in Chapter 2, though, the internal structure of  the state created difficulties in coordinating 

such a bureaucracy. Moreover, under the pressures of  accelerated urbanization and population 

growth,  the  number  of  informal  dwellings  outpaced  the  government's  capacity  to  develop 

adequate  housing  solutions  (Figure  6).15 In  response  to  these  difficulties,  the  national 

government's  Department  of  Housing  developed  a  new  strategy,  announced  in  2004.  The 

document, “Breaking New Ground: a comprehensive plan for the development of  sustainable 

human settlements” outlines this strategy.

Breaking New Ground marks an ideological shift away from the in-house development of 

housing-related resources and talent  at  the level  of  municipal  government.  Instead,  the  plan 

initiated the privatization of  the vehicles through which to design and implement public housing. 

In theory, this privatization was intended to create a more flexible and efficient system outside of 

the constraints of  government bureaucracy. In practice, the goals of  flexibility and efficiency are 

14 Lind, 2003, pg. 17.
15 By 2004, the number of  informal urban dwelling units increased to 1.8 million, despite the construction of  1.6 

million new units.  In Cape Town, alone, the number of  shacks increased from 28,300 in 1993 to 96,951 in 2003 
despite the construction of  32,239 residential housing units between 1997 and 2004 (Haskins, 2006; “Integrated 
Serviced Land Project,” 2004).
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achieved through the decoupling of  local involvement and the design and construction of  new 

housing projects, with serious consequences. Rather than establishing a system invested in the 

provision  of  housing  to  those  who  require  it,  privatizing  the  mechanisms  of  housing 

development  emphasizes  rent  capturing  and  profit  making.  Thus,  as  this  thesis  will  further 

explore,  housing  policy  has  experienced  a  shift  away  from  a  focus  on  the  provision  of  a 

constitutional right (the right to housing), towards the achievement of  an economic efficiency.

This economic efficiency, however, is often unaligned with the goals of  assisting those 

living in poverty, and in many cases, stands opposite such goals. To tease this out, it's helpful to 

turn to Saskia Sassen and her writings on the 'global city'.16 In doing so, we can think of  broad 

shifts in global and local economies, and their effects on the ways that cities operate. To put it in a 

nut-shell, according to agrarian or industrial economic models, a large supply of  cheap labor is 

paramount. As economies shift away from Fordist modes of  production and become oriented 

towards service-sector economies, it becomes more important for globally competitive cities to 

attract members of  the 'creative class' than to develop pools of  cheap labor. In Sassen's global 

city, prestige, amenities, and the attraction of  global firms are prioritized over maintaining (or 

even merely allowing) populations of  poor, unskilled laborers near the urban center. Rather, their 

wholesale displacement from prime urban space is encouraged by global competition, so as to 

allow for the development of  the land underneath them. This development, notably, is not for a 

city's poor people, but in spite of  them. It is not development of  people and communities, but of 

the  land  they  occupy.  As  Edgar  Pieterse  writes,  it  is  “possible  for  some  places  to  achieve 

unimaginable  levels  of  prosperity  while  the  majority  of  urban  settlements  have  become 

profoundly economically marginalized.”17 He later adds that, “those cities and towns that aspire 

to  be  'globally  competitive'  are  compelled  to  accept  that  economic  success  requires  major 

sacrifices and interminable inequality.”

Much  evidence  suggests  that  Cape  Town  is  trying  hard  to  be  globally  competitive. 

Hosting several World-Cup events, the city spent hundreds of  millions of  dollars on a world-class 

sports stadium. In time for the World-Cup, the city also managed to redevelop its waterfront as 

an elite shopping and tourist destination, transforming its old fishing wharf  into the Victoria and 

Alfred Waterfront. The city brands itself  against the majestic landscape of  table mountain, which 

looms over the city center, but stands out of  sight of  the vast majority of  the poorer municipal 

areas, walling off  Cape Town's prosperous districts from its poorer quarters (Figure 7). Of  direct 

16 Sassen, 2000.
17 Pieterse, 2008, pg. 24.
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consequence to the informal settlements featured in this study, the city also undertook a project 

that was, as some argue, a 'beautification' of  the N2 Gateway corridor connecting the airport with 

the city center.18 As we will see, this 'beautification' project entailed a development that displaced 

residents of  settlements along the N2 Gateway into government shacks located on the other side 

of  the airport – the side that tourists and members of  the 'creative class' would never see.

Plan of  the Present Work

Excluding the introduction and conclusion, this thesis is structured around three core 

chapters. The first, Chapter 2, enumerates actors at work in processes of  (and the contestation 

of) the appropriation of  urban space.  There are two broad categories of  actors of  concern for 

us: (1) state-related actors, including the national housing authority, municipal housing authorities, 

and private housing contractors (these divisions are complicated by competing political parties 

that have tended to predominate at different levels – African National Congress at the national 

level,  Democratic  Alliance  at  the  municipal  level  in  Cape  Town);  and  (2)  responding  actors 

including  individual  shack-dwellers,  shack-dweller  communities  (like  Symphony  Way),  and 

collective shack-dweller movements (i.e. the Anti-Eviction Campaign). In addition to naming key 

actors, the chapter does significant work to elaborate the complex relationships and levels of 

18 Newton, “The Reverse Side of  the Medal: About the 2010 FIFA World Cup and the Beautification of  the N2 in 
Cape Town,” 2009.
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engagement that occur within and between actors.

In the following two chapters we set these actors within the framework of  an analysis of 

'artifacts' of  spatial appropriation: legal, physical, and social. Chapter 3 addresses questions of 

competing  rights  –  the  rights  of  private  property  vs.  the  right  to  housing  –  from  a  legal 

perspective,  analyzing  the  unfolding of  the  right  to  housing  within legal  institutions.  It  also 

examines the technologies and techniques that have been developed to lobby, and in some cases, 

to subvert, the letter of  the law (both on the part of  government actors and resistance actors). 

This chapter is organized chronologically, developing a historical perspective of  legal rights and 

legal paradigms for the treatment of  evictions.

Eviction is the moment when property rights and housing rights most often come into 

conflict; it is also the primary mechanism through which urban space is re-appropriated. As such, 

Chapter 3 sketches a history of  evictions alongside the history of  shifts in housing policies. It 

also traces out the genealogy of  one tool in particular – the Temporary Relocation Area – that 

has  conditioned a  new paradigm for  evictions  that  favors  private  property  over  the  right  to 

housing. Thus, this chapter unpacks the idea of  legal 'artifacts', which is to say, the inscription of 

particular cases on law. It also begins an examination of  the TRA as a physical artifact of  urban 

appropriation. This critical look at the TRA is continued in Chapter 4, which provides a close 

study of  a group that formed out of  a refusal to move into a TRA in Delft, instead electing to 

dwell on the pavement of  Symphony Way, a local thoroughfare, for nearly two years. Chapter 4 is 

informed by field work examining the living conditions of  shack-dweller on the pavement of 

Symphony Way contrasted with the experiences of  living in a TRA.

As  such,  Chapter  4  is  a  study  of  what  we  termed  'physical'  and  'social'  artifacts  of 

processes of  the appropriation of  urban space. We look at the ways that the  Symphony Way 

community organized themselves, and examine the ways in which the TRAs physical form alters 

social  dynamics.  As  a  community,  the  pavement  dwellers  enacted  a  kind  of  'living  politics', 

stemming from their lived experience, and opposing authoritarian and imposed political actions, 

instead favoring participatory politics and active citizenship – a citizenship challenged by the state 

and state-related actors in rhetoric and practice. This chapter, then, provides this thesis with some 

texture,  describing the felt  text  and concrete  conditions that  have arisen from the processes 

described throughout the rest of  the thesis.
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Points of  Generalizable Interest

Although  this  study  is  very  much  dedicated  to  understanding  a  particular  historical 

context, the phenomena under study have broader implications for South African law, landscape, 

and housing policy. For example, the Temporary Relocation Area, which has become a feature of 

Cape Town's landscape, a fixture in eviction law, and a tool in housing policy, has legitimized 

analogs around the nation. In Durban and Johannesburg, these are termed 'transit camps',  or 

informally, 'government shacks'. These facilities have developed within the past four years, and 

their implementation is often articulated alongside  Breaking New Ground development plans. As 

the test case for  Breaking New Ground, the N2 Gateway development marks the beginning of  a 

new period in a national housing policy. The spatial tool for relocation that was first tried in this 

development project has been reproduced throughout the South African landscape. Thus, the 

processes, events, and outcomes related to the project have inscribed themselves not only locally, 

in and around Cape Town, but also on a national level.

In  an  international  context,  parallels  between  the  situation  in  Cape  Town  and  the 

geographies of  Mumbai, Rio de Janeiro, and many other urban areas can be drawn. As Mike 

Davis notes, China and India both have urban slum populations of  nearly 200 million, and Brazil, 

Nigeria and Pakistan are home to 52, 42, and 26 million slum-dwellers, respectively. Mexico City, 

alone, hosts nearly 10 million informal settlers.19 Although the processes at work in Cape Town 

are not directly implicated in these locales, analogous processes of  urban appropriation seem to 

be  at  work,20 as  are  comparable  forms  of  contestation  employed.  In  Mumbai,  for  example, 

Gayatri Menon writes about a federation of  pavement dwellers whose situation is similar to the 

Symphony Way community's in Cape Town.21

Even in countries that are considered “developed,” and those that are not located in the 

global south, we see the criminalization of  homelessness, the privatization of  public space, and 

what  Don  Mitchell  terms  'the  annihilation  of  space  by  law'.22 This  claim  of  international 

relevance is bolstered by the fact that the Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign, which emerged 

as  an organization contesting evictions in Cape Town,  has  inspired a  similar  organization in 

Chicago. The Chicago Anti-Eviction Campaign, while struggling against its own, particular and 

different concerns, was formed shortly after Ashraf  Casseim, a member of  the Western Cape 

19 Davis, 2006, pg. 23.
20 Davis, in the chapter, “Illusions of  Self-help,” notes the adoption of  neoliberal approaches to housing policy in 

many developing and third-world countries,  although, in many of  the cases he discusses, these policies were 
implemented under the coercion of  the IMF and World-Bank, and other “soft imperialist” forces.

21 Menon, 2010.
22 Mitchell, 2003.
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AEC, visited Chicago during a “speaking tour and series of  discussions with U.S.-based Social 

Movements.”23 Thus, although this thesis is centered in Cape Town, the processes explored are of 

international  consequence  and  concern,  and  the  thesis  fits  within  a  broader  geographical 

literature on slum dwelling, housing development, and social movements.

23 "Taking Our Human Right to Housing into Our Own Hands,” viewed 2011.
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Chapter 2

Enumerating Actors:
Ecologies of  the State and Communities of  Resistance

In exploring processes of  the appropriation of  urban space, questions of  “by whom, for 

whom, and from whom” are central. This chapter intends to name various assemblages of  actors 

at work in these processes, exposing pertinent features of  these assemblages. More than simply 

glossing  various  groups  and  organizations,  this  chapter  explores  relationships  between  (and 

within) actors. As we will see, it is best to think of  actors, themselves, as multifaceted and riddled 

with contradictions, challenging the idea of  any given actor as a unified entity. For this reason, we 

refer to the groups and people effecting (and also those effected by) processes of  appropriation 

as 'assemblages', implying some sense of  togetherness, but always also an internal fragmentation.

This  notion  of  'assemblage'  is  drawn  from Manuel  DeLanda's  elaboration  of  Gilles 

Deleuze and Félix Guattari's idea of  agencement, generally translated as 'assemblage'.24 Agencement 

carries a sense of  'arrangement', 'fitting' or 'fixing', often lost in translation from French. As John 

Phillips notes, “one would speak of  the arrangement of  parts of  a body or machine; one might 

talk of  fixing (fitting or affixing) two or more parts together; and one might use the term for 

both the act of  fixing and the arrangement itself, as in the fixtures and fittings of  a building or 

shop, or the parts of  a machine.”25 Thus, our use of  'assemblage' connotes both arrangement as a 

process, but also especially the resultant noun: an arrangement, i.e., an assemblage as a set of 

connections, positions, relations.

To  give  a  concrete  example,  we  think  of  'the  state'  as  an  assemblage.  This  implies 

consideration of  'the state', as constituted by various organizations (for example, the Department 

of  Housing), persons (the likes of  Thabo Mbeki, Helen Zille, etc.), parties (i.e. the ANC, the 

Democratic Alliance, the Inkatha Freedom Party...), geographies (municipal, provincial, national), 

etc. By recognizing the state as an assemblage of  various bureaucracies, networks, people, and 

places,  we  can  understand  how 'the  state'  might  hold  contradictory  positions  regarding,  for 

example, housing policy. The layman's idea of  'the state', we see, glosses over important intra-

state dynamics and tensions. Casual  ideas of  the state are nevertheless consequential because 

many people make claims on 'the state', regardless of  internal dynamics, and in many very real 

senses, the state has a presence in everyday life – as police, as politicians, as bureaucrats, etc.

24 DeLanda, 2006.
25 Phillips, 2006, pg. 109.
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Through unpacking the state as an assemblage, we are able to read changes in South 

African housing policy as processes of  assembling the present position. Out of  the study of 

assembling, we also develop a picture of  the arrangement of  the state as a set of  relationships, 

getting at more critically sound answers to the questions of  'by whom' and 'for whom' the state's 

housing policies have been developed.

Of  course, it might seem obvious that 'the state' is problematic as an analytic category in 

ways that  it  is  not in vernacular usage.  The purpose of  using assemblage theory,  then,  is  to 

fruitfully  explore  these  tensions  within  assemblages  (for  example,  the  state),  while  also 

acknowledging that these assemblages (like the state) are also very real entities irreducible to any 

of  their components. Assemblage theory gives us the tools to develop a robust analysis of  actors 

as real, but inherently problematic, and as they are at work in processes of  the appropriation of 

urban  space.  Moreover,  the  application  of  DeLanda's  theory  in  this  study  is  productive  in 

allowing us to approach processes of  the appropriation of  space as contingent on the artifacts 

they produce – legal, physical, social – while also thinking of  these very artifacts as constituted in 

and created through these same processes. As a social ontology, assemblage theory provides a 

framework in which to study social entities whose characteristics prove to be elusive upon close 

analysis.26 For  our  purposes,  we  use  DeLanda's  approach  to  enumerate  actors  within  'social 

movements', 'shack-settlements', and 'the state', among other entities.

Categories of  assemblages to be addressed include: (1) state-related actors, including the 

national  housing authority,  municipal housing authorities,  private housing contractors;  and (2) 

responding actors including individual shack-dwellers, shack-dweller communities, and collective 

shack-dweller movements.

Ecologies of  the State: Places, Politics, People, and Private Contractors

Mindful of  the cautions above, the South African state is a discrete and irreducible actor 

in the appropriation of  urban space. It is the singular entity that is constituted as sovereign over 

the areas and spaces under study, and in its constitution, it is necessarily concerned with housing:

(1) Everyone has the right to have access to adequate housing. 
(2) The state must take reasonable legislative and other measures, within 

26 DeLanda notes, “assemblages, being wholes whose properties emerge from the interactions between parts, can 
be used to model any of  these intermediate entities: interpersonal networks and institutional organizations are 
assemblages of  people; social justice movements are assemblages of  several networked communities;  central 
governments are assemblages of  several organizations; cities are assemblages of  people, networks, organizations, 
as well  as of  a variety of  infrastructural components, from buildings and streets to conduits for matter and 
energy  flows;  nation-states  are  assemblages  of  cities,  the  geographical  regions  organized  by  cities,  and  the 
provinces that several such regions form,” pg. 5.
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its  available  resources,  to  achieve  the  progressive  realisation  of  this 
right.27

What,  then,  is the  state?  It  is  an  assemblage  that  includes  the  national  housing  authority, 

municipal housing authorities and, increasingly, private housing contractors. These assemblages 

are  not  organized  according  to  a  simple  hierarchy,  as  might  be  expected.  Rather,  the 

responsibilities,  sources  of  funding,  and  bodies  of  political  support  for  each  of  these 

assemblages are rooted in different, and often contradictory places. For the most part, housing 

development is funded on a national level. Funds are passed from the Department of  Housing 

(the national housing agency) either to provincial and municipal housing agencies, or, increasingly, 

to  private  contractors  that  undertake  development  projects  directly,  bypassing  municipal 

authorities.

In accord with the Housing Act of  1997, the first legislative mandate for government 

directed housing development in the post-apartheid period,  the Department of  Housing was 

established as a national housing authority. This department's structure consists of  a minister in 

charge of  the bureaucracy and an executive council to oversee and approve broader issues and 

policies.  The executive  council  is  drawn from various  spheres  of  South  African society  and 

includes representatives from provincial governments, business interests, union interests, as well 

as  urban  planners.  The  Department  of  Housing  is  funded  through  national  parliamentary 

allocations, and is tasked with developing and updating a national housing code for dissemination 

to provincial and municipal housing authorities.

These provincial and municipal authorities were also legislatively mandated through the 

Housing Act of  1997. Municipalities, according to this legislation, are required to take progressive 

steps to realize the right to housing vested in the constitution. These municipalities were directed 

to  organize  the  necessary  housing authorities  to  oversee  development,  then  to  apply  to  the 

national housing authority for accreditation, after which the municipalities could receive funding 

from the Department of  Housing to pursue development projects. Such a schema allowed for 

resources to be pooled at at large scale – the level of  the national government – aggregating 

efficiencies  of  scale  and  redistributing  resources  across  broader  geographies.  Through  this 

coupling and differentiation of  national  and municipal  responsibilities,  development could be 

implemented through local spheres of  government with better understandings of  local needs and 

greater  abilities  to  communicate  with  the  communities  under  development.  Unfortunately, 

27 South African Constitution, 1996, Chapter 2, §26.
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however, South Africa's political  circumstances created barriers  between municipal,  provincial 

and national levels of  government.

South Africa is home to many political parties, but for the past 15 years only one has 

governed at the national level – the African National Congress (ANC). In the Western Cape, 

though, the ANC is significantly less popular, having failed to gain control of  the province from 

the National Party (the party of  apartheid) in 1994, and losing control after a decade of  ANC 

rule to the Democratic Alliance in 2009. The ANC represents a strange assemblage of  actors and 

interests. Ostensibly, it is South Africa's most progressive party. The ANC has a long history of 

struggle against the apartheid regime and was instrumental in pressuring the National Party to 

enfranchise  all  South  Africans  and  institute  reformative  policies  that  eventually  led  to  the 

establishment of  the Republic of  South Africa. In 1990, as the National Party and its system of 

apartheid began to lose power, the ANC emerged as an official political party and entered into a 

tripartite political alliance with the Congress of  South African Trade Unions (COSATU) and the 

South African Communist Party (SACP), though ties between these organizations date back for 

decades. COSATU and the SACP are generallydevoted to positions further left of  many ANC 

policies. The ANC, itself, though, is constituted in large part by members of  COSATU and the 

SACP,  each  of  whom  have  representatives  on  the  ANC's  governing  board,  the  executive 

committee.

These leftist influences were exercised in 2007 when the ANC executive board voted to 

remove Thabo Mbeki from the ANC presidency and, subsequently, from the presidency of  South 

Africa. This is notable because Mbeki rose to power in 1999, and his administration is largely 

considered to have propagated free market reforms,  weakened instruments of  the state,  and 

favored  corporate  interests  over  populist  policies.28 Indeed,  it  was  during  the  Mbeki 

administration that the third period of  housing policy was articulated and Breaking New Ground 

came into effect.  Despite Mbeki's  willingness to consider neoliberal  measures in government 

policy,  the  ANC  remains  one  of  South  Africa's  furthest  left  parties.  Indeed,  the  primary 

oppositions  parties  –  the  National  Party,  and  more  recently,  the  Democratic  Alliance  –  are 

considerably more conservative.

Notably,  the  ANC  draws  support  primarily  from  “Africans”  (here  meaning  black 

Africans),  and racial divisions in South Africa strongly inform party-political  divisions. Karen 

Ferree, a political scientist, finds it “abundantly clear that whites and Africans do not support the 

28 Bond, 2004.
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same parties in South Africa”29 (Table 1). Rather, black Africans tend to support the ANC and 

the  Inkatha  Freedom Party,  while  white  and  coloured  Africans  have  tended  to  support  the 

National Party, and more recently, the Democratic Alliance.

The National Party (NP), and a party that briefly succeeded it, the New National Party 

(NNP), were opposition parties during the 1990s, advocating the introduction of  many more 

market oriented instruments than the ANC. These parties drew support primarily from South 

Africa's white populations and were reluctant to sanction policies involving the redistribution of 

resources, affirmative action campaigns, and other progressive reforms. Slowly, however, these 

parties lost popular support, and eventually disbanded. Figures 9 and 10 illustrate a brief  history 

of  South African politics, and figures 11 through 14 show the distribution of  race and political 

support across South Africa's geography.

The Democratic Alliance (DA) represents a third string of  South African politics. With 

roots in the Democratic Party (DP),  which officially opposed apartheid, the party's positions 

generally fall somewhere between the ANC's and the NP's on the liberal to conservative scale. 

The party describes itself  as “social democratic” and “centrist.” Primarily, the DA draws support 

from coloured and white population bases, and has grown in popularity following the decline of 

the NP and NNP, attracting the more moderate supporters of  these parties. Briefly, in the early 

2000s, the DA and NP were allied, though the DA's tendency towards more centrist policies led 

to the dissolution of  the alliance, and the emergence and decline of  the NNP.

Whereas  the  ANC maintains  a  firm  lock  on  the  national  government,  over  smaller 

geographies  opposition  parties  sometimes  become governing parties.  This  is  the  case  in  the 

Western Cape province, which is particularly demographically white and coloured, and

29 Ferree, 2004, pg. 6.
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(concomitantly) conservative, where the DA has supplanted the ANC for control of  the City of 

Cape Town, as well as the Western Cape provincial government. On a micro-scale, the DA has 

been popular in Delft, which, until recently, was predominantly populated by 'coloured' people. 

The ANC is more popular in informal settlements, which are predominantly populated by black 

African people. Many shack-dwellers, though, (both black and colourred) have grown increasingly 

wary of  politics. Instead of  participating in politics, many subscribe subscribing to “no vote” 

campaigns, abstaining from engagement with what are perceived as corrupt party politics, and a 

political system that has left many jobless, impoverished, and homeless.

Inter-party competition is a significantly destructive force. In Chapter 3, we will explore 

the  ways  that  political  competition  encourages  policies  of  relocation  for  the  purposes  of 

bolstering party support in particular locations. To put it simply, practices akin to gerrymandering 

seem to be happening, except, instead of  redrawing boundaries to establish or reinforce party 

support, the boundaries remain fixed, and the people within them are relocated.

Party differences between various scales of  government have impeded cooperation on 

development issues, and have been factors in the conditioning of  a new paradigm for housing 

development,  whereby  private  contractors  implement  projects  in  conjunction  with  national 

policy.  One  such  private  contractor  is  Thubelisha  Homes,  which,  although  a  'not-for-profit' 

corporation, operated in such a way that cost recovery was paramount and service delivery was a 

secondary function.

Thubelisha Homes was established as a joint corporate venture between South Africa's 

banking system and the national government. Such a venture made sense for both parties, as the 

two  parties  were  already  integral  to  one  another:  the  banks  often  lend  money  for  housing 

development,  which  is  then subsidized,  guaranteed,  and then developed  by  the government. 

Thubelisha's  original  function was  to deliver  “right-size” houses.  In  short,  this  program was 

designed to provide housing for people whose homes were under foreclosure by the banks. A 

home of  the “right size” would be considerably smaller and cheaper, and by making such a home 

available, the banks were able to evict residents from recently repossessed properties, moving 

them to homes of  the ”right size.”3031 In 2006, Thubelisha expanded to begin upgrading informal 

settlements  and  “unblocking”  stagnant  housing  projects.32 Around  the  same  time,  the 

government acquired full control over the corporation, buying the banks' shares. Despite this 

30 The requirements for an eviction order to be granted are that it be 'just and equitable'. Suggesting and providing 
alternative accommodations for those being foreclosed goes a long way towards filling these requirements.

31 Desai, 2004.
32 Thubelisha Homes, 2006, pg. 3.
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shift  to  full  government  ownership,  Thubelisha  continued  to  operate  as  a  private  entity, 

negotiating contracts with appropriate government agencies, and funding itself  through housing 

delivery  rather  than  through  government  allocations.  The  timing  of  this  expanded mandate 

coincides with the decline of  ANC power in Cape Town and the Western Cape, and the first 

project  contracted  to  Thubelisha  was  the  N2  Gateway  development,  which  Thubelisha 

commandeered the very day before the DA assumed control of  the City of  Cape Town.33 It 

seems that Thubelisha was retooled to become an instrument of  the national government that 

could operate on a local level in the Western Cape, even when the ANC lost political power in the 

province.

Thubelisha  Homes,  as  what  has  become  a  government-owned  corporation,  has  a 

somewhat tenuous relationship with other elements of  the assemblage of  the state. Practically, it 

functions as an extension of  the national government (ANC) as an instrument for avoiding inter-

party cooperation between the ANC and DA. As a largely autonomous body, though, it operates 

in ways more closely related to the private sector than the public – its operating expenses are 

derived from government contracts or rents on houses it has constructed. Moreover, in court 

proceedings, as well as in the eyes of  many laymen, including the populations affected by the N2 

Gateway development, Thubelisha Homes is referred to as an entity other than the government. 

Rather, it is a non-profit corporation. Thus, as the book No Land! No House! No Vote! glosses, it is 

not at all inaccurate  to say that “the name [Thubelisha Homes] has now become synonymous 

with privatisation-related corruption in the housing sector.”34

After this elaboration of  the state as an assemblage, we can underscore the ways in which 

assemblage theory aids this thesis' analysis. We see how the state, in practice, might fall short of 

the  responsibilities  of  its  very  constitution.  Although  the  government  is  bound  to  provide 

housing for its citizens, various internal divisions create conflicts of  interest and difficulties in 

implementation. To expand this line of  thought, as DeLanda notes, “in order for bureaucracies to 

be run efficiently, a sharp separation between politics and administration is necessary: that is, the 

expertise of  a professional body of  bureaucrats must be isolated from the contingencies of  the 

electoral  process.”35 The  paradox,  as  he  continues  is  that  “the  same  factors  that  promote 

efficiency tend to undermine legitimacy, at least in democratic regimes.” Thus, within the state, 

there is an inherent tension between the efficacy of  policy implementation and responsiveness to 

33 Powell, 2006.
34 No Land! No House! No Vote!, 2011, pg. xii.
35 DeLanda, 2006, pg. 85.
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popular demands.

Raj Patel, writing on a shack-dweller movement in Durban, South Africa, expands on 

questions  of  the  legitimacy of  the  state  assemblage:  “the state  needs  legitimacy in  order  to 

govern and therefore needs to appear to be something that it is not. The way that modern states 

lay claim to legitimacy is through the practices and language of  democracy.”36 In particular, Patel 

is critical of  the ANC for becoming an “impediment to the very goals it once espoused.” As he 

notes, “Mandela himself, soon after his release, spoke of  a program of  nationalization, but after 

being given the party line, it was a program that he was never to mention again... Instead, the 

ANC rapidly launched into a program of  neo-liberal economic development.” Patel, zeroing in 

on a study of  Durban shack-dwellers, develops an ethnographic analysis of  those “betrayed by 

the ANC,” writing that, “in a sense, all social movement studies are examinations of  struggles 

over democracy, because while democracy can be a tool of  hegemony, the struggle for it is a 

demonstration that hegemony is always incomplete, and always a process.” For this study, too, it 

is important to develop an analysis of  the contestation of  housing development, and the struggle 

for adequate housing. This should begin by examining the kinds of  resistance movements and 

actors at play.

Communities of  Resistance: Symphony Way, the AEC, and 'New Social Movements'

The term 'new social movement' is used in the literature on post-apartheid South Africa 

to refer to a number of  organizations that have arisen around or after 1999 to challenge the 

ANC's  policies  and  South  Africa's  government.  As  Nigel  Gibson  notes,  “although  these 

movements are 'new' in the sense that they have emerged in response to the ANC post-apartheid 

government,  they  also  trace  their  lineage  to  …  active  movements  against  late  apartheid 

regimes/policies.”37 For these movements, to challenge the ANC's government, as Gibson argues, 

is to challenge the de facto continuation of  apartheid policies. Rather than bringing radical change, 

the rise of  the ANC has brought market forces to the forefront of  government policy, with the 

consequence that poverty, segregation, and lack of  services and resources, have been naturalized 

as their own consequence. To sum this logic: according to market principles, the poor are poor 

because they are poor (and happen to almost entirely be coloured and black); opposed to the 

equation of  apartheid, which dictated that the black are poor because they are black (the formula 

of  racist  determinism).  While  founded  on  incredibly  different  ideologies,  in  practice,  both 

36 Patel, 2010, pg. 34.
37 Gibson, 2006, pg. 4.
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systems (the current political-economic South African circumstance, and the system of  apartheid) 

(re)produce similar effects, and those marginalized under apartheid continue to be marginalized 

today. The poor remain poor, which is also to say that coloured and black people remain poor, 

though this is now a de facto matter, rather than de jure.

Under apartheid, the struggle against inequality was waged largely under the banner of 

the ANC. With the ANC now in power, 'new' social movements have arisen in response to age-

old concerns that the ANC have failed to address:  access to health-care is  advocated by the 

Treatment Action Campaign, access to electricity has been requested by members of  the Soweto 

Electricity Crisis Committee, and, of  particular concern for us, access to housing and land has 

been demanded through the organization of  the Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign.

The Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign (AEC) formed in early 2001 after a loosely 

organized  march  against  a  round of  evictions  in  central  Cape  Town.38 The  protest  sparked 

interest in a number of  communities around Cape Town facing similar circumstances,  and a 

group of  activists and community members began to coordinate further protests.  This loose 

organization  grew  tighter  and  eventually  formed  an  executive  committee,  establishing  the 

campaign more formally. This formal organization ran into several problems, largely stemming 

from challenges organizing the disparate communities held under the AEC banner. In response 

to the organization's logistical  inability  to meet all  together, and failures to agree on specific 

leaders, ideological grounds, and comprehensive strategies, the formal structure disintegrated in 

2003, with leadership titles persisting in name only, and without clear roles or responsibilities.

Nearly all  of  the communities  originally  involved in the AEC, however,  continued to 

organize under the AEC name. Moreover, many of  these communities continue to organize with 

one another, standing in solidarity. Thus, the AEC has persisted as a social movement, though, as 

a loose assemblage: a plurality of  Anti-Eviction Campaigns. Although not organized in any rigid 

sense,  the  AEC  has  maintained  a  common  affiliation  because  each  of  the  Anti-Eviction 

Campaigns  in  the  Western  Cape  is  concerned  with  pressing  issues:  evictions,  service 

disconnections, and the inadequacy of  housing. Rather than organizing as a membership-based 

assemblage,  the  AEC is  constructed  around particular  concerns  and  communal  actions.  No 

matter how a person identifies oneself  – for example, as black or coloured – the AEC is open, 

provided that there are shared concerns and a willingness to participate in communal actions to 

redress those concerns.

38 Oldfield and Stokke, 2006.
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The  Anti-Eviction  Campaign  considers  itself  a  non-political  organization,  and  their 

position regarding the state and party politics is articulated here:

In the 2004 national elections and again in this year's election, we 
have  declared,  'No  Land!  No  House!  No  Vote!'  This  is  not 
because  we  are  against  democracy  but  because  we  are  against 
voting for  elites  and for  politicians who promise us the  whole 
world every five years and, when they get elected, steal the little we 
have for themselves. Elections are a chance for those in power to 
consolidate  it.  We  believe  this  is  not  only  a  problem  of 
corruption,  but  also a  structural  problem that  gives  individuals 
and political  parties the authority to make decisions for us. We 
reject that and we reject voting for it.39

Thus, the AEC rejects sanctioning state policies, which AEC members see as serving the ANC 

and  government  officials'  personal  ambitions  and  interests,  and  neglecting  the  needs  and 

demands of  the people.  Rather than voting for an empty promise,  thereby legitimizing state 

actions and sanctioning the current affairs of  politics, the refusal to vote signifies a collective 

rebuke of  the electoral practice and the present political circumstance.

In addition to refusing political engagement, the Anti-Eviction Campaign tends to be 

skeptical of  NGOs, academics, and other outsiders. In the AEC's charter, it is resolved that “the 

AEC as a social movement is and will remain independent from all politicians, NGOs, funders, 

academics, well-wishers and any other person who does not come from one of  our poor and 

vulnerable communities.”40 Refusals to accept external 'support' are premised on the idea that 

NGOs, people, and organizations that aren't firmly rooted in the community, are motivated by 

interests that are not necessarily aligned with the community's.  As such, while the AEC “will 

agree  to  work  with  some well-meaning” people  and  organizations,  they  endeavor  to  remain 

autonomous from outside  influence and unswayed by any interests  that  aren't  rooted in  the 

challenges faced by constituent communities.

In order to think about what these routine challenges might be, and to understand the 

dynamics of  the constituent Anti-Eviction Campaigns, it is helpful to examine one community in 

depth. One such community is the Symphony Way Anti-Eviction Campaign, a group that formed 

after a series of  evictions that took place in Delft, related to the N2 Gateway development plans. 

The group's history begins with a letter from Frank Martin, a Democratic Alliance councilman in 

Delft, dated December 19, 2007 (Figure 15). In this letter, Martin grants permission to 

39 Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign, 2009.
40 "Re-launch of  the Western Cape AEC."
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approximately 1,600 backyarders in and around Delft to move into houses constructed as part of 

the  N2  Gateway  development.  Shortly  thereafter,  the  Western  Cape  provincial  government 

(which was run by the ANC), along with Thubelisha homes, sought the eviction of  these new 

residents on the grounds that the houses were not intended for the people that had moved into 

them. The houses,  Thubelisha argued,  were  slated for  former Joe Slovo residents,  not  Delft 

backyarders. On February 19, 2008, the eviction from these homes was executed. Some of  the 

1,600 residents were able to move in with family members or to again find accommodation in 

backyards. With  strong demand for spaces in the city, though, hundreds of  families were unable 

to reestablish places for themselves.

Kerry Chance summarizes the City's 'temporary accommodation' scheme for those that 

were unable to find somewhere to go:

The City of  Cape Town, together with the Democratic Alliance (DA) 
provided about 500 of  these evicted families with large communal 
tents – some of  a military make, others brightly striped or white with 
frilly awnings, suited for a circus or a wedding. Still others were given 
“black sails,” plastic sheeting that was used to build tiny, makeshift 
shacks  behind  the tents,  unseen from the street.  The  tent  village, 
referred to as “Section 1,” is encircled with razor wire, with police 
stationed near the entrance. Several residents there described it as a 
“refugee camp.” Daily hot food deliveries have been supplied by the 
City, as well as outdoor water taps and portable toilets. “Section 1” 
was scheduled for  relocation by mid-March,  but it  has since been 
delayed until an unspecified date.41

Some families,  angry at the DA and distrustful  of  the City, refused to move into Section 1, 

instead electing to settle on the pavement of  Symphony Way, a thoroughfare in Delft adjacent to 

the N2 Gateway homes from which families had been evicted (Figure 16).

On the day of  the eviction, hundreds of  families found themselves disillusioned with the 

government, but with nowhere else to turn. They found themselves on the side of  the road and 

decided to settle in. Anthea and Theodore Williams paint a telling vignette in their retelling of 

their experience. During the eviction Anthea remembers “asking one of  the police guys for a 

blanket to cover my baby on the pram – and he refused.  He said, why must I give you the 

blanket, it is not my child. You know you were supposed to be out. She was only a month old. 

The police did not feel a thing when they evict us.”42 With nowhere to go they moved onto 

Symphony Way with 130 other families:

41 Chance, 2008.
42 No Land! No House! No Vote!, pg. 13.
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We were afraid and did not know where to go. We desided to move 
on to the pavement and we did not have any structure. The first night 
we slept in the open air. That night my neighbor who I did not even 
know at the time, offered me a blanket to throw over the pram. Even 
though the policeman didn’t feel a thing for my baby, a poor person 
with nothing did. I lost my trust in the police that day.43

People on the pavement, unwilling to trust the city, began to rely on one another. In the 

beginning, life on the pavement was dangerous and difficult. Lola Wentzel and her family recount 

that:

We had people robbing our own people in their Shacks because they 
didn’t know each other and they had lost their jobs. In the beginning 
it was very dangerous because it was different families coming from 
different places [...]  But then people start to know each other and 
love each other. We began to talk. It didn’t matter if  we were of  a 
different religion or culture, we understood each other because we 
were all for one thing – for houses. It became a lot safer on the road. 
Or so we thought.44

Slowly, shacks were constructed out of  found materials,  and a community began to coalesce. 

Pavement dwellers and the city both agreed that it was best to close the road to through traffic, 

and the dwellers set up road blocks – a first step in assembling a community. The city turned off 

the streetlights on the occupied stretch of  Symphony Way, plunging the street into darkness.45 For 

safety, the dwellers came together, organizing foot patrols, night watches, and keeping fires stoked 

throughout the night. Almost everyone took turns in these duties, and through them, the dwellers 

began to know and care for one another.

At  the  same  time  as  the  new  residents  of  Symphony  Way  were  building  makeshift 

dwellings and provisioning for their own safety and well-being, the municipality was constructing 

the Symphony Way Temporary Relocation Area (dubbed 'Blikkiesdrop', which translates as 'Tin-

can Town') down the street to the south. This TRA was developed as a more permanent facility 

to replace the Section 1 tents that  were set-up to house the N2 Gateway evictees. Upon its 

completion, the city initiated proceedings to evict the pavement dwellers from Symphony Way, 

forcing them into the Symphony Way TRA. For reasons that will be explored in Chapter 4, nearly 

all  of  the  Symphony  Way  community  preferred  to  stay  on  the  pavement  until  permanent 

adequate housing would be made available – something that could take years or decades.

43 No Land! No House! No Vote!, pg. 14.
44 No Land! No House! No Vote!, pg. 16.
45 Shortly thereafter, scrappers dug out the lights' electrical wiring, likely selling the metal or using the wiring 

themselves.
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Among the pavement dwellers were two people integral to the emergence of  the Western 

Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign five years earlier – Ashraf  Casseim and Auntie Jane. With some 

direction from Ashraf  and Jane, the dwellers decided to form an AEC committee and  to contest 

their  eviction  from  the  pavement.  The  community  began  holding  meetings  every  day,  and 

developed a mandate to make all decisions that effected the community together. At these daily 

meetings members of  the community sorted their differences and reaffirmed their “mandate that 

[they] are all here for houses and [they] shall respect, honour, love and stay together no-matter 

what happens in the near future.”46 In this way, the  pavement-dwellers on Symphony Way came 

together as a community and allied themselves with the broader assemblage of  the AEC.

This  did  not  happen without  struggle,  nor  without  conflict.  Two pavement  dwellers, 

accused of  'betraying the AEC' by talking with political figures in Delft and bad-mouthing the 

Symphony Way AEC committee to various Delft residents, were asked to leave the pavement. 

The situation escalated until various community members disassembled the dwellers' shacks piece 

by piece. Members of  the community claim that there was unanimous consent among Symphony 

Way residents that these two dwellers must leave, and that the community, as a whole, removed 

their shacks. Two community leaders ended up spending more than a year in jail for “malicious 

damage  to  property.”47 This  episode  raises  questions  about  the  capacity  for  Symphony  Way 

residents to live in harmony, and casts some doubts on a romantic account of  a community 

recovering subjectivity in the face of  government malfeasance and authoritarianism. Living under 

the threat of  eviction from the pavement, though, the actions of  the Symphony Way community 

were often reactionary and driven by the necessity of  heading off  City of  Cape Town actions 

against the pavement dwellers.

Ultimately,  after  18 months,  the City was successful  in evicting the dwellers from the 

pavement. The pavement dwellers were required to vacate their shacks on the pavement, and 

were interdicted from building informally elsewhere. In November 2009, the pavement dwellers 

moved into Blikkiesdorp. To this day, more than four years after the first eviction, from the N2 

Gateway homes,  none of  the Symphony Way dwellers  have been provided with government 

houses, and nearly everyone from the pavement remains in Blikkiesdorp. The social and physical 

consequences of  this move from the pavement to the TRA will be discussed in Chapter 4, and an 

examination of  the legal mechanisms through which the eviction from Symphony Way took place 

will be explored in Chapter 3.

46 No Land! No House! No Vote! pg. 98.
47 No Land! No House! No Vote! pg. 96.
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One of  the most interesting features of  the Symphony Way community, and a feature that 

is common to the AEC assemblages more broadly, is the community's capacity to accept diversity. 

As an assemblage of  a vast array of  people – some coloured, some black; some Christian, some 

Muslim; some young, some old; some employed, others not – it is remarkable that the community 

has  coalesced  so  strongly.  The  impetus  that  drove  the  assemblage  of  the  dwellers  on  the 

pavement seems to have derived from a commonality of  concerns with the base problems of 

everyday life. In a study of  federated pavement dwellers in Mumbai, Gayatri Menon notes that 

“unlike the singular subject space of  populist politics, where the claim to unity is derived from a 

projection  of  a  uniform community,  the  federation  is  grounded  in  the  particular,  the  paada 

(neighborhood) and offers a way of  imagining a political constituency pluralistically.”48 Examining 

the assemblages of  the AEC and of  Symphony Way we see that, similarly, neither organization is 

grounded in an identity-oriented membership base. Rather, they exist only insofar as they are 

efficacious in action. In the case of  the AEC, this  means that  the community is reproduced 

through its actions in support of  those facing evictions, and that the AEC is constituted through 

a common concern over eviction.  The community of  Symphony Way also congealed over a 

common concern with evictions, but is additionally reproduced through the particular necessities 

of  securing shacks, keeping watch for fires, or, anecdotally,  finding a blanket for one's pram. 

These  concerns  are  shared  by  all  of  the  dwellers,  and  they  are  great  enough  to  sustain  an 

assemblage of  people in such a way that identity is not nearly as important as the support of  the 

community – a community based on 'living politics'.

48 Menon, 2010, pg. 162.
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Chapter 3

Legal Landscapes:
Evictions and the Emergence of  the TRA

In this chapter, we examine the competing rights of  private property and the right to 

housing as a means of  elucidating processes of  the appropriation of  urban space. As a study of 

legal rights, we pay close attention to the recent history of  adjudication over disputes involving 

private  property  and  inhabitation.  The  history  of  this  adjudication  involves  the  actions  of 

particular legal applicants and respondents that have asked the courts to weigh these conflicting 

rights. In order to understand these judicial proceedings and their adjudicative outcomes, it is 

important to understand the concrete scenarios out of  which they have evolved. This entails a 

close reading of  the particular urban landscapes under contestation. Furthermore, it is important 

to  pay  close  attention  to  the  strategies  employed  by  the  legal  actors,  recognizing  the 

circumstances from which these actors have emerged. Finally, in remembering that adjudication is 

always in relation to physical situations, we should try to understand the material consequences 

of  these legal discourses.

The first  part  of  this  chapter,  then,  is  an elaboration of  the  history  of  housing law, 

centered around 'legal artifacts'. This term encompasses a notion of  case law, whereby particular 

cases in the history of  law come to underwrite future legal proceedings, effectively making law 

out of  judicial proceedings. Out of  this elaboration of  legal artifacts, we also see the emergence 

of  'physical artifacts', which is to say, new urban forms. Of  particular interest for this study is the 

emergence of  the Temporary Relocation Area (TRA) as a physical artifact that is designed to 

fulfill the letter of  the law, while undermining, in practice, the right to housing. The TRA is a 

tool, we argue, for the appropriation of  urban space.

Balancing  the  universalizing  nature  of  law with  the  contingent  circumstances  of  the 

physical  world,  courts  occupy the strange role  of  arbiter  between the dictates  of  the  state's 

legislature and executive, and its citizenry. Trying to navigate the state's legal dictums in their daily 

lives,  citizens  often  find  themselves  at  odds  with  the  state  and  state  interests.  When  these 

conflicts arise, the courts represent one locus of  recourse. Through the courts, the contradictions 

and complications of  particular circumstances are weighed against the universalizing laws of  the 

state. Court rulings, themselves, have the power of  law, though, and by raising particular cases to 

the level of  law, court rulings can have a broad effect the national policy. As a consequence, 
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clever  legal  strategies  deployed  in  particular  instances  can  have  the  effect  of  setting  legal 

precedents applicable to a broad range of  circumstances. Thus, it is important to pay unusually 

close attention to test cases and the contingency of  new situations.

By examining particular situations we can elucidate intricacies and qualifications to be 

footnoted  in  their  universal  application.  Moreover,  the  study  of  particular  situations  can 

illuminate  the  rehearsal  of  new techniques  and  the  development  of  new technologies.  The 

legitimacy of  new policies, new practices, new tools, and new technologies is determined through 

the  courts,  even  as  the  actions  and  devices  that  are  brought  before  the  courts  are  always 

developed  and  deployed  across  more  varied  geographies  and  situations  than  the  court  may 

address through contingent cases.

Cape Town: A Contingent Context

Our analysis is bracketed between two constitutional court cases that developed out of 

circumstances in Cape Town in the years 2000 and 2009. As the highest court in the land, the 

constitutional  court's  decisions  have  the  full  power  of  law  and  bind  other  branches  of 

government to its decisions and to the constitution of  the state. The framing cases are Government 

of  the Republic of  South Africa v Grootboom ('Grootboom'), decided in 2000, and Residents of  Joe Slovo 

Community,  Western  Cape  v  Thubelisha  Homes  ('Joe  Slovo'),  decided  in  2009.  A  timeline  of  the 

processes and events at work between and around these cases is sketched in (Figure 16).

Grootboom considers the situation of  900 shack-dwellers in the township of  Wallacedene, 

located approximately 20 km north of  Delft, in 1998 (Figure 1, pg. 5). Having built shacks on 

private property that was slated for public housing development, the dwellers were evicted from 

these informal residences. With nowhere else to go, they established makeshift tents on a nearby 

soccer field, and appealed their eviction to the courts so as to require the city government to 

address  their  need  for  adequate  housing.  The  final  court  judgement  frames  the  underlying 

problem,  as  well  as  the  question  of  constitutional  rights  to  housing  vs.  private  property  as 

follows:

The  group  of  people  with  whom  we  are  concerned  in  these 
proceedings lived in appalling conditions, decided to move out and 
illegally occupied someone else’s land. They were evicted and left 
homeless.  The  root  cause  of  their  problems  is  the  intolerable 
conditions under which they were living while waiting in the queue 
for their turn to be allocated low-cost housing.  They are the people 
whose constitutional rights have to be determined in this case.49

49 Grootboom, pg. 2.
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We see that the constitutional rights afforded to the dwellers (to have access to adequate housing) 

come into conflict with the property rights of  the party that owns the land recently settled on. 

There  is  no question as  to the  legality  of  the  shack-dwellers'  occupation:  they  were  illegally 

occupying this private property. This illegality is common to many informal settlements, where 

shack-dwellers almost always occupy unused public or private space that they do not own, nor 

claim to  own.  What  is  notable  here,  though,  is  that  despite  the  undisputed illegality  of  the 

dwellers' situation, they still have legitimate claims to their right to housing. Not only does this 

mean that the state has a responsibility to provide adequate housing to the dwellers after eviction 

from their informal (and illegal) shelters, but, as this case found, the state also has a requirement 

to protect the dwellers from eviction. The state has a responsibility to protect housing rights even 

when they might infringe on private property claims.  Grootboom  ruled that this responsibility is 

incumbent in situations where, through the act of  eviction, shack-dwellers would be deprived 

completely of  any access to housing and rendered homeless. The court found that, in cases of 

evictions, justice and equitability of  the eviction must be considered, weighing factors like the 

ability  of  the  evicted to  find adequate  shelter  elsewhere,  and the effects  of  the  eviction on 

employment, child care, and other social relations.

The consequences of  this  ruling are two-fold.  Firstly,  the state,  in  circumstances  like 
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these, has a responsibility to provide alternative 'emergency' accommodations for those being 

evicted.  This  requirement  marks  a  significant  change  from  previous  readings  of  the  state's 

constitutional requirement to make general provisions for the realization of  adequate housing for 

all.  Previously, this had been interpreted to mean that the state's general policy should be one that 

reasonably and efficiently deals with the deficit of  adequate housing. In the Grootboom ruling, such 

generality is viewed as inadequate given the very real and specific needs of  certain citizens for 

access to shelter. Thus, here, the court interprets the constitutional requirement as prescribing a 

program of  “immediate relief  for people who have no access to land, no roof  over their heads, 

and who are living in intolerable conditions or crisis situations.”50

Secondly, the court's ruling helped establish a new paradigm for evictions.  Grootboom, in 

conjunction with the Prevention of  Illegal Evictions act of  1998 (PIE), develops several guidelines to 

be followed when undertaking an eviction. PIE requires that before any eviction can occur, the 

matter must be considered by a court, which must find “that it is just and equitable to do so, after 

considering all the relevant circumstances, including the rights and needs of  the elderly, children, 

disabled persons and households headed by women.”51 Moreover, the court must also consider 

“whether land has been available or can reasonably be made available by the municipality or other 

organ of  the state or other land owner for the relocation of  the unlawful occupier.”52 Thus, 

private property rights do not necessarily trump the right to a home. More significantly, though, 

the requirement that  land must be made available after  an eviction (in combination with the 

court's  ruling  that  a  program  of  relief  must  be  established  for  those  in  immediate  need) 

conditions  the  emergence  of  'temporary  relief'  or  'emergency'  housing  as  part  of  the 

government's requirements in the realization of  housing rights.

As we will see later, this has proven to be a double-edged sword for people trying to 

request  permanent  adequate  housing,  and  disastrous  for  informal  settlers.  The  court's 

requirement is vague, and when it is applied in eviction practices, the requirement for temporary 

housing opens a window for the problematic relocation of  shack-dwellers (in some cases, even 

against their consent). At the same time, though, the new paradigm for evictions that grew out of 

the  Grootboom case  has  provided  those  facing  evictions  with  new  legal  instruments  for  the 

contestation of  evictions.

In considering the contestation of  evictions, it is necessary to discuss the Western Cape 

50 Grootboom, pg. 67.
51 PIE, Section 4.6.
52 PIE, Section 4.7.
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Anti-Eviction  Campaign,  which  emerged  shortly  after  the  Grootboom  ruling.  As  communities 

facing evictions began to organize with one another and pool resources, they came to recognize 

the possibility of  using the court system to prevent or delay evictions. This contestation through 

the courts, although often unsuccessful in defending the individual shack-dwellers brought before 

the  courts,  opened  a  window for  wider  strategies  to  contest  the  practices  of  eviction  more 

broadly. The strategic theory is such: even if  each individual court ruling ultimately decides to 

order an eviction notice, the contesting each eviction proceeding can have the effect of  clogging 

the  court  systems.  With  new,  more  stringent  requirements  of  due  process,  there  arises  the 

possibility of  overwhelming the courts. While this strategy is effective in the short term, it is not 

the AEC's sole motivation in contesting routine proceedings. Rather, the intention is threefold: 

“to stop the rubber-stamping of  eviction orders in magistrates' courts; to ensure that cases are 

being heard in court; and to generate a court record on the arbitrary and inequitable nature of 

evictions as a basis for opposing them in the constitutional court.”53

What was previously a one-sided and routine event – the event of  eviction – becomes a 

conversation, and the courts become a forum in which to consider the consequences of  eviction, 

hearing  from both  parties  involved.  As  a  venue  for  the  discussion  of  evictions,  the  courts 

represent a space where the voices of  protest, i.e. the AEC and others facing evictions can speak 

in a legitimate setting, and be heard. Legitimacy and protest,  however, are two ideas that are 

somewhat  incompatible.  Indeed,  the  AEC  and  similar  social  movements,  like  Abahlali 

baseMjondolo, are often targets of  criminalization and rhetorical delegitimization by the ANC 

government. Marianne Millstein writes that:

Social movement activists that mobilise against ANC's neo-liberal 
agenda have also been criminalised by the post-apartheid state. 
This  was  the  case  with  some  of  the  core  activists  and  local 
community groups within the AEC during their struggle against 
evictions in Cape Town. Today, similar efforts of  criminalization 
are  happening  to  activists  in  a  new shack  dwellers'  movement 
called Abahlali baseMjondo (sic) that has emerged in Durban.54

Moreover,  legitimacy and the very act of  shack-dwelling are largely incompatible, because, as 

noted above, informal settlements are almost always of  dubious legality. The ruling in Grootboom,  

then,  is  significant  in  that  it  establishes  claims  on housing  rights  as  legitimate,  despite  their 

illegality.  By  explicitly  drawing  the  legitimacy  of  these  claims,  the  courts  allow  for  the 

53  Oldfield and Stokke. 2006, pg. 125.
54  Millstein, 2008, pg. 138.
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empowerment of  shack-dwellers by valuing their concerns.

The grounds of  legitimacy are necessary but not sufficient in voicing protest, though, and 

contestation always requires action in order to be heard. Ashraf  Casseim, a member of  the AEC, 

and a person that is involved in many eviction hearings recounts one of  his experiences with the 

courts:

In  the  high  court  you're  not  allowed  to  speak  until  you're 
recognised by the judge. To be recognised by the judge, even to be 
heard, you have to speak; you have to be rude and loud so they 
know that you are there. One time the judge towered over me and 
shouted: Who are you? What are you doing here? I just talked until he 
stopped and saw that he must let me talk. So I talked really loud 
and  really  fast.  The  process  is  intimidating  and  lawyers, 
magistrates and judges intend to intimidate us.55

Voice in the courts requires a presence there, and this presence, itself, becomes a form of  protest 

against the processes of  evictions. The mere act of  representing  everyone  subject to eviction in 

court  serves  to  expose  the  absurdity  of  the  sheer  number  of  eviction  proceedings.  It  also 

functions to overwhelm the routinized functions of  the courts,  thereby delaying processes of 

eviction for all parties.

Michael Murphy, a lawyer and activist with close ties to Ashraf  Casseim and the AEC 

details the development of  the AEC's legal strategies:

Every  single  day  there  would  be  another  case...  Every  case 
involved  experts  giving  evidence...  it  was  just  impossible  to 
manage. I said to Ashraf  then: look you guys must make up your 
minds.  If  we  don't  go  the  legal  route,  I  agree  but  then  stop 
phoning me... The alternative is that we have to find a way to use 
the law to help... If  you looked at the courts, like Goodwood or 
Kuils  River,  so many people are being evicted everyday.  It  [the 
court] is being used as a debt collection system: just queues and 
queues of  people and all that would happen is that, if  they had a 
lawyer then they would negotiate their date to leave [the house]. 
More often than not they never had a lawyer – or the lawyer would 
never arrive – and they [families] were being evicted hand over fist. 
The very bulk of  it gave me the idea for our sole aim to delay and 
frustrate,  clog  the  courts  up...So  I  tried  to  show  them  [LCC 
activists] how to delay and frustrate in ridiculous ways.56

Protest through the courts does more than stall  eviction proceedings. Members of  the AEC 

develop a sense of  agency through their struggles in the courts.  In becoming aware of  their 

55 Interview with Ashraf  Casseim in: Oldfield and Stokke, 2006, pg. 125.
56 Interview with Michael Murphy in: Oldfield and Stokke, 2006, pg. 124.
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rights, and the channels of  recourse through which to effect them, shack-dwellers recover an 

element of  their citizenship that would otherwise be lost on paper, in the abstract language of  the 

constitution. The decision in Grootboom states that “socio-economic rights are expressly included 

in  the  Bill  of  Rights;  they cannot  be said  to exist  on paper only.”57 Rather,  these  rights  are 

embodied in the people that claim them, and are expressed in the social and material world they 

seek to change. It is through the courts that people struggle to claim their constitutional rights 

and translate them into real world, physical conditions. This holds for both parties involved in 

legal battles – in the case of  Grootboom, both shack-dwellers and the state staked claims on their 

respective legal rights as inhabitants or property owners, each with the goal of  translating these 

legal rights into concrete effects.

Effecting concrete change, though, is rarely as simple as winning a court case. Although 

the shack-dwellers ostensibly won their case in Grootboom, they were afforded a bare minimum of 

shelter, consisting of  tents, portable latrines and a regular supply of  water.”58 Moreover, the state 

continued  to  operate  (unconstitutionally)  without  a  significant  mechanism through  which  to 

address 'emergency' situations or immediate demands for adequate housing. Nor did the state 

ever  develop  a  permanent  solution  for  the  plaintiffs  in  Grootboom.  Irene  Grootboom,  who 

brought the eponymous case, died in her early forties in 2008. She was still waiting for permanent 

housing, and was still living in a shack at the time of  her death.59

In light of  the state's failure to develop a system for dealing with urgent housing needs, 

the topic resurfaced in litigation a few years after  Grootboom,  in the case  City of  Cape Town v  

Rudolph ('Rudolph').  Through this case, which was decided in 2003, the courts took significant 

measures  to  ensure  that  the  state  would  develop  such  an  infrastructure  and  become 

constitutionally compliant.

Rudolph  focuses  on  the  neighborhood  of  Valhalla  Park,  approximately  6  kilometers 

northwest of  Delft (Figure 1, pg. 5). Several backyard dwellers became unable to pay their rents 

and were forced to leave their backyard dwellings. With nowhere else to go, they began to build 

shacks in a  public  park – Valhalla  Park.  The city  petitioned the courts  for an eviction.  The 

dwellers  subsequently  filed a  counter-application – part  of  the  strategy  of  pursuing all  legal 

avenues, even in apparently routine eviction cases. They claimed that the city was noncompliant 

with  the  obligations  enumerated  in  Grootboom  to  provide  short-term  relief  for  people  in 

57 Grootboom, pg. 19.
58 Barry, et al., 2007.
59 "Grootboom Dies Homeless and Penniless - Obituaries - Mail & Guardian Online," viewed 2011.
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immediate need.60 The Western Cape High Court ruled that the requirements for an eviction, as 

they are laid out in PIE and interpreted in Grootboom, were not met. Moreover, in response to the 

counter-suit, the court determined that:

In light of  these facts, and the circumstances under which these 
people have been living, it is astonishing to find that Applicant's 
[City of  Cape Town] Head of  Housing makes the assertion that 
none of  the Respondents are 'persons in crisis' as contemplated in 
Grootboom.  This  statement  is  indicative  of  a  state  of  denial  on 
Applicant's part and a failure to recognise and acknowledge that 
there  is,  in  fact,  any  category  of  persons  to  which  it  has  any 
obligation beyond the obligation to put them on the waiting-list 
for housing in the medium to long term, because they are people 
'with no access to land, no roof  over their heads, and who were 
living in intolerable conditions or crisis situations'. It is in my view, 
precisely the same failure as was held, in Grootboom, to constitute a 
breach of  the Constitution.61

In the adjudication of  Rudolph, the courts ruled that the city must “report back to [the courts] on 

the  steps  it  was  taking  to  comply  with  its  constitutional  obligations  to  make  short-term 

provisions for people in Valhalla Park who were in a crisis or a desperate situation.”62

In  order  to  fulfill  its  constitutional  responsibilities,  the  Department  of  Housing 

developed  a  new  chapter  in  the  National  Housing  Code:  “Chapter  12,  Housing  Assistance  in 

Emergency Housing Circumstances.” Chapter 12 provides for 'emergency' relief  to be provided 

to whomsoever the provincial or municipal housing authority deems to be in 'imminent' need of 

assistance, either in response to disasters, acute homelessness, or displacement. This formulation 

is  problematic  because  'emergency'  and  'imminent',  here,  are  left  as  arbitrary  administrative 

designations  left  to  be  decided  by  the  state.  Three  modes  of  action  are  provisioned  for: 

temporary on-site assistance, permanent on-site assistance, and temporary resettlement. The first 

two  modes  are  considered  in-situ  upgrades  because  they  seek  to  remedy  inadequate  housing 

conditions at the sites where they develop. Temporary resettlement, on the other hand, requires 

relocation to either short-term tent sites or, when appropriate and available, to a longer term 

'Temporary Relocation Area'.

60 Liebenberg, 2010, pg. 280.
61 Rudolph, 44-5, in: Oldfield and Stokke, pg. 127.
62 Liebenberg, 2010, pg. 280.
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Joe Slovo, the N2 Gateway, and Political Motivations for 'Temporary Relocation'

Published in 2004, Chapter 12's addition to the National Housing Code coincided with the 

announcement  of  the  Breaking  New  Ground  policy,  and  its  pilot  project,  the  N2  Gateway 

redevelopment. The new provisions for resettlement to TRAs were first tried in the N2 Gateway 

project. Thus, the N2 Gateway project, while a pilot for the  Breaking New Ground regime, also 

represents a test case in the development of  TRAs.

The N2 Gateway project was outlined in three phases of  development (Figure 17). The 

first phase called for the upgrading of  the Joe Slovo shack-dwellers' community, located along the 

side of  the N2 Gateway between the central Cape Town and the international airport. In place of 

the informal settlement, multi-level dormitory style housing was to be constructed, replacing the 

5,451 shacks in  Joe Slovo with sky-scraping public  housing structures.  In theory,  this  design 

would allow the high density of  the  settlement to be maintained,  but while  providing more 

adequate  housing conditions.  The  plan  was  to be  implemented  in  stages,  and  called  for  the 

development  of  temporary  relocation  facilities  in  Delft  to  house  portions  of  the  Joe  Slovo 

population while the new housing was under construction. The idea was that small portions of 

the Joe Slovo community could be cleared, new housing could be built, and the residents that had 

been  temporarily  relocated  would  move  back  into  these  new  buildings  as  other  Joe  Slovo 

residents  moved  into  the  temporary  accommodations.  That  is,  development  would  be 

implemented on a rolling basis.

Phase 2 of  the project called for a small portion of  the Joe Slovo settlement to be cleared 

so  that  approximately  300  bond  houses  to  be  constructed  on  the  site.  These  bond  houses 

represent a more expensive form of  housing, and would be sold to whomever could afford them, 

with government financial assistance. These houses would be more spacious, more private, and 

better constructed.  In order to purchase one,  though, even with government assistance,  they 

would require a monthly income of  approximately R3500-5000 – well outside of  the affordable 

range for nearly all of  the Joe Slovo shack-dwellers, whose average income was less than R1500. 

Finally, phase 3 of  the project called for the construction of  relatively modest housing in Delft. 

At the time the plan was announced it was unclear for whom these homes were intended, what 

style of  housing they would represent, and how much they would cost.

When the plan was announced, the Joe Slovo community expressed severe doubts and 

strong opposition for fear that they would be permanently displaced from Joe Slovo and either 

rendered homeless or forced to take permanent housing in Delft. In assuaging the community, 

48



49



the  coalition  of  developers  (led  by  the  national  housing  authority,  but  with  provincial  and 

municipal  participation, and including private interests like Thubelisha Homes) promised that 

70% of  the  Joe Slovo community  would be  able  to return to  the  area,  housed in  the  new 

complexes.63 Joe Slovo residents  were also assured that  transportation would be available for 

those residents temporarily moved to Delft during the construction period to facilitate continued 

enrollment in Joe Slovo schools and transport to and from jobs. Phase 1 construction began 

December 21, 2004. 

Shortly  thereafter,  on  January  15,  2005,  a  massive  fire  burned  through  the  shack 

settlement leaving nearly 1,000 families from Joe Slovo and 3,700 families from neighboring areas 

homeless.64 In response, the City of  Cape Town developed temporary accommodations in the 

neighborhood just north of  Joe Slovo, Langa. The shack-dwellers whose homes were destroyed 

in  the  fire  were  prevented  from  reconstructing  in  Joe  Slovo.  Because  the  temporary 

accommodations that were made available were rudimentary (amounting to a tent city), because 

open space in Langa was very limited, and because political pressure from neighboring residential 

and industrial areas objected to the location of  the temporary housing in Langa, the government 

fast-tracked plans to construct more permanent temporary accommodations in Delft.65 A small 

number of  people were accommodated in Langa, but the majority, requiring nearly 2,000 shacks, 

were moved to Delft. These facilities were modeled on and expanded from the TRA that had 

been constructed to house the rolling Joe Slovo residents during phase 1 of  the N2 Gateway 

project.

This  struggle  underscores  a  large  problem with  the  current  system for  dealing  with 

'emergency'  situations  in  informal  settlements.  Appeals  for  government  intervention  and 

assistance in addressing emergencies opens up the possibility of  forced relocations, purportedly 

as a means of  helping those that require assistance. When a community experiences a fire, flood, 

or other disaster, they must also contend with the possibility that the 'solution' to their problem 

will be their wholesale removal from their current place, and relocation to government camps – 

63 Later, the developers would claim that they said 70% of  the housing  that was constructed would be provided to 
the residents of  Joe Slovo – a big distinction in light of  the fact that only 705 housing units were eventually 
constructed (out of  the 5,000 planned).

64 Shack fires are a major concern in informal settlements. Often, utilities, including electricity, are unavailable in 
these areas, so residents rely on paraffin stoves for cooking. The shacks, often constructed out of  wood and 
using cardboard and other material as insulation, burn easily. This problem is compounded by the high density of 
the settlements.

65 “Approximately 1500 letters of  objection were received, based on a wide variety of  reasons (including concerns 
about the process followed), and the Epping Industrialists Association and the Pinelands Residents Association 
appointed legal representatives to act on the matter,” Development Action Group, 2007, pg. 7.
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in this case, relocation to Delft, ten kilometers away.

The selection of  Delft as the site of  these permanent 'temporary' accommodations is tied 

to several concerns. Firstly, Delft was the site of  large tracts of  undeveloped land. Even though 

these tracts were slated for eventual development as phase 3 of  the N2 Gateway project, these 

sites were the most readily available because the state already owned them. They were also the 

“least  contested” politically.66 This  lack of  contestation and local  opposition to the  TRAs is 

somewhat  illusory:  the  residents  of  Delft  did oppose  the  development  fairly  strongly.67 This 

opposition was less powerful than that mounted in Langa, though, because Delft residents were 

largely allied with the DA political party. Thus, voicing opposition to ANC policies carried less 

weight in Delft than in areas that normally support the ANC. Moreover, many of  the residents 

of  Joe Slovo that were relocated to Delft, were ANC supporters. Thus, relocation of  thousands 

of  former Joe Slovo residents to Delft represented a political opportunity to dilute the influence 

of  the DA in Delft.

Credence is lent to this argument by the fact that the national housing authority, under 

the control of  the ANC, removed the City of  Cape Town from its implementation plans for the 

N2 Gateway project the day before the DA and Helen Zille won the 2006 municipal elections to 

assume control of  the city.68 This might seem tangential to discussion of  the relocation of  the Joe 

Slovo fire victims, but it is not. Rather, the two stories are inextricable given that the temporary 

relocation  of  fire  victims  was  provided  by  the  same  facilities  developed  and  managed  by 

Thubelisha Homes for the rolling development of  Joe Slovo. Moreover, at the same time as these 

Thubelisha's  temporary  relocation  facilities  were  being  expanded  to  accommodate  the  fire 

victims, Thubelisha was gearing up to begin phase 2 of  the N2 Gateway development, despite the 

fact that phase 1 failed, running 35 million rand over budget, and resulting in the construction of 

only 705 homes out of  a planned 5,000. Phase 2 of  the development required further relocation 

of  residents to Delft.

At the same time as Thubelisha and the national housing authority were relocating Joe 

Slovo  residents  to  Delft,  Frank  Martin,  the  DA  councilman  in  Delft,  invited  hundreds  of 

coloured  backyarders  to  occupy  the  N2  Gateways  houses  located  in  Delft  that  were  being 

developed as phase 3 of  the project, and that were slated for delivery to former (predominantly 

black) residents  of  Joe Slovo.  These  racial  distinctions,  as  we noted earlier,  carry with them 

66 Development Action Group, 2001.
67 Millstein, 2008.
68 Powell, 2006.
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political  overtones –  coloured populations  tend to support  the  DA,  while  black populations 

generally support the ANC. Frank Martin's promise, it seems, was an attempt to block an influx 

of  ANC supporters into Delft.

Such a cynical view of  South African politics is held by the vast majority of  people that I 

talked to during my two stays in South Africa, and accusations of  political exploitation surface 

throughout the stories told by the Symphony Way pavement dwellers. On a macro-scale, many 

point to the Employment Equity Act as evidence of  politically-motivated race-based relocation 

policies. According to the Employment Equity Act, employers are required to allocate jobs to 

people of  different racial categories according to the demographic composition of  the nation. In 

2007, South Africa's racial composition was 79% black, 9% coloured, 2.5% indian or asian, and 

9.5% white.69 The demographics of  the Western Cape, though, were 30% black, 50% coloured, 

1% indian or asian, and 18.5% white (Table 2). Since employers are required to allocate jobs 

based  on  national  demographics,  as  Jimmy  Manyi,  the  spokeperson  for  the  South  African 

national government and former director-general for the Department of  Labour, put it, there is 

an “over-supply” of  coloured people in the Western Cape.70 South African labor policies enacted 

by the ANC government encourage the migration of  coloured people from the Western Cape to 

other provinces. This policy, then, is politically consequential because it functions to weaken the 

Democratic Alliance's base of  support in the party's stronghold, the Western Cape.

Given the widespread perception in the Western Cape that the national government is instituting 

a macro-level politically motivated relocation policy, it is unsurprising that political actors would 

be suspect  in smaller-scale  projects,  too.  This  suspicion is  expressed,  along with many other 

69 “Community Survey, 2007,” 2007.
70 "Jimmy Manyi on Coloureds in the Western Cape,” 2011.
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factors,  in  the  AEC and other social  movements'  “no vote”  campaigns,  and not  voting is  a 

common tenet among actors resistant against evictions and relocation policies.

Transcribing 'Temporary Relocation' into Concrete Forms

In  light  of  the  failure  to  develop  housing  for  the  'temporarily'  relocated  Joe  Slovo 

residents to return to Langa, many remaining residents strongly resisted relocation to Delft. This 

resistance played out on the streets and in the courts. On September 10, 2007, hundreds of  Joe 

Slovo residents poured onto the pavement of  the N2 highway, blocking the road in protest of 

their  imminent  relocation.  The  protest  was  in  response  to  Thubelisha's  plan  to  evict  the 

remaining Joe Slovo residents into the Thubelisha-run TRA in Delft (dubbed 'Tsunami', because 

“it is a disaster waiting to happen”71). The protest occurred early in the morning and was quickly 

broken  up  by  police.  The  South  African  housing  minister,  Lindiwe  Sisulu,  threatened  the 

protesters “with being struck off  all housing waiting lists because they refuse to 'cooperate with 

government' in their eviction. Additionally, she said she had consulted with lawyers about 'legal 

avenues  to compel'  their  removal.”72 Shortly  thereafter,  Thubelisha  filed  the  court  papers  to 

initiate  eviction  proceedings.  5,000  Joe  Slovo  residents  lined  up  outside  the  High  Court  to 

countersue, arguing that 'temporary relocation' would lead only to more broken promises, and 

pointing  out  that  the  first  phase  of  the  N2 Gateway  project  had  failed  to  deliver  adequate 

housing for residents who were relocated earlier to return to the area.73

After a year of  proceedings, the case made it  to the Constitutional  Court.  The court 

decided to authorize the evictions from Joe Slovo, but with some stipulations. Importantly, the 

court reiterated a call for “engagement” between the involved parties, especially over issues of 

transportation. The court also stipulated that families should be given information regarding their 

current position on the housing waiting list – a move to add some transparently to the otherwise 

obfuscating processes through which houses are allocated. The judgment stipulated that phase 2 

of  the N2 Gateway project should deliver no fewer than 1,500 houses, and that these should be 

made available at low rentals to relocated families. Finally, the court specified nine parameters to 

guide the development of  relocation facilities. Section 10 of  the court order states:

The temporary residential accommodation unit must:

10.1 be at least 24m2 in extent;
10.2 be serviced with tarred roads;

71 Joubert, 2007.
72 Legassick, 2007.
73 Schroeder, 2007.
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10.3 be  individually  numbered  for  purposes  of
identification;

10.4 have walls constructed with a substance called Nutec;
10.5 have a galvanised iron roof;
10.6 be  supplied  with  electricity  through  a  pre-paid  

electricity meter;
10.7 be  situated  within  reasonable  proximity  of  a  

communal ablution facility;
10.8 make reasonable provision (which may be communal) 

for toilet facilities with water-borne sewerage; and
10.9 make reasonable provision (which may be communal) 

for fresh water.74

These  guidelines  translate  nearly  a  decade  of  legal  process  into  concrete  guidelines  for  the 

appropriation of  urban space. As a landmark case, handed down by the highest court in the land, 

the  paradigm  of  temporary  relocation  sanctioned  here  is  consequential,  not  only  for  the 

particular situation of  Joe Slovo, but for the whole of  South Africa. Indeed, in the years since the 

Joe Slovo ruling, TRAs that fit these legal specification have been built around the nation (Figures 

18). Exact figures on the size, location and number of  TRAs and transit camps are unavailable. In 

the City of  Cape Town alone, though, there are at least five that are either in stages planning or 

that have already been constructed.75 It seems that, given the Constitutional Court's ruling, the 

TRA has been established as a legitimate means for the government, as well as private entities 

(for example, Thubelisha Homes), to re-appropriate urban space out from underneath informal 

settlers. Through the devision of  the TRA, then, private property rights have found a mechanism 

through which the right to housing can be surmounted. The legal processes through which this 

has occurred have been outlined above, and the next chapter will discuss the impact of  the Joe 

Slovo ruling on physical and social artifacts, presenting a comparison between life as a pavement 

dweller and life in a TRA.

74 Joe Slovo, pg. 5.
75 Tsunami TRAs (built by Thubelisha as part of  the N2 Gateway project), Symphony Way TRA (built by the City 

of  Cape Town to house the evictees from the illegally inhabited N2 Gateways houses in Delft), Atlantis TRA, 
Van Schoorsdrift TRA, and Philippi TRA.
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Chapter 4

Symphony Way as a Way of  Life:
Contrasting Life on the Pavement with Life in a TRA

This chapter presents a close study of  the living situation of  the group that formed out 

of  a refusal to move into Blikkiesdorp (Symphony Way TRA), instead electing to dwell on the 

pavement of  Symphony Way for nearly  two years. As we saw in Chapter 2,  this community 

emerged out of  a political and economic context in which individual dwellers had little agency 

and were largely subject to the dictates of  the state. On the pavement, the dwellers assembled, 

enacting  a  kind  of  'living  politics'  stemming  from  their  lived  experience  and  opposing 

authoritarian, imposed, or representative politics, instead favoring participatory politics and active 

citizenship  – a  citizenship challenged by the national  and local  governments  in  rhetoric  and 

practice. After eighteen months, the community on Symphony Way was evicted into Blikkiesdorp. 

This chapter examines life in the TRA, drawing contrasts between life on Symphony Way and life 

in Blikkiesdorp. We also review social and economic problems that arise from relocation, more 

generally.  A 2009 editorial  in  the  Mail  and  Guardian,  one of  South  Africa's  most  prominent 

newspapers, ended with a note that: “When residents say they prefer a shack to a transit camp 

this must be taken seriously. It is not a vote in favour of  shacks, but a stronger vote against the 

alternative.”76 Here we review why such a preference for informal settlement might exist, taking 

shack-dweller claims seriously.

We begin by describing the concrete forms of  life on the pavement and move on to 

discuss the built environment of  Blikkiesdorp. Many of  the photographs and descriptions that 

pepper this chapter were collected during my visit to Cape Town in March, 2011. Unfortunately, 

my trip occurred nearly two years after the Symphony Way community was evicted from the 

pavement, so any description of  this informal site is secondhand. I was, however, able to visit 

Delft  and Blikkiesdorp several  times,  and was also able to sit  in on a meeting with the city 

manager in charge of  the TRA.

A Portrait of  the Pavement

Figure 19 is a map created by the pavement dwellers, published as part of  a book project 

intended to document the history of  Symphony Way and to share stories from the pavement. 

The figure presents a nice introduction to the community's spatial form, and shows some of  the 

76 Chance, Huchzermeyer and Hunter, 2009.
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ways that the form has changed through time (notably, through the differing locations of  formal 

and informal roadblocks). This book, as well as a short documentary, Tin Town, are the primary 

sources for much of  the information in this subsection, though my commentary is also informed 

by conversations with former residents of  Symphony Way. 

The shacks on Symphony Way were constructed in a single row on the west side of  the 

pavement. Much of  the road's tarred surface was left as communal space, preserving an ease of  
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mobility that would have been lost if  the residents had built over the road and used its sandy 

bank as a communal area. Fetching water, for instance, would have been much more difficult 

without the use of  pushcarts, which would have been rendered useless on Delft's sandy terrain 

(Figures 20 and 21). Leaving the road clear of  shacks, though, also left the community vulnerable 

to vehicle traffic, requiring the construction roadblocks, which had to be manned by Symphony 

Way residents to ensure that no traffic passed through. Kashiefa Jacobs, who lived in one of  the 

southernmost shacks (see Figure 19 above), wrote that, “when my children play on the road and 

then the cars ride like pigs and I keep on tell-ing them [the drivers] that the road is closed because 

we stay here. Everybody that rides through here want to hurt us because its a short road to get 

where they want to be [and we are making them late by blocking the road].”77

Many of  the former residents of  Symphony Way describe the community they built with 

great  pride.  Out  of  nothing,  they  made  something.  Out  of  found  materials,  shacks  were 

constructed,  single  file,  on  the  pavement  of  Symphony  Way.  This  lack  of  building  material 

presented obvious challenges. “The first and the second week of  my new life,” writes Florrie 

Langenhoven, “there was no building material to try to build a shelter. Cardboards, hardboards, 

plastic bags were tied with pieces of  cloth as a protection against snakes, scorpions, and the 

unexpected  weather:  rain,  wind  with  all  the  Cape  Flats  sand  dunes.”78 Kareemah  Linnevelt 

recounts that,  “the first two nights we slept under the stars, and then the structures became. It 

was just plastic at first, and then it was doors, and then pallets became, and it took months and 

months to build your structure.”79

Though difficult and slow, building something out of  nothing helped dwellers recover a 

sense of  agency, and find a sense of  home. “You take this pole, you take this sink, you take this 

piece of  material and build a house together. It's your house. When the structure was finished, it's 

your house. You built it with the meaning that you are going to live in it,”80 said Sarita Jacobs. After 

the eviction from the N2 Gateway homes (an event characterized by complete helplessness), the 

simple act  of  building allowed the dwellers to regain something that the city  could not give 

through its offer of  temporary shelter in Section 1 – control. Indeed, one of  the most frequent 

complaints that I heard about life in the TRA was a lack of  autonomy and a lost capacity for self-

determination. Importantly, it is not only the individual (the liberal subject) that is deprived of 

freedoms in the TRA, but more devastatingly, the community. Both, in the TRA, and on the 

77 No Land! No House! No Vote! pg. 137.
78 No Land! No House! No Vote! pg. 63.
79 Tin Town, (time 4:00).
80 Tin Town, (time 4:25).
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pavement, individuals were not 'free' in a large number of  ways. Circumstance forced people to 

come together on Symphony Way, often sacrificing for the sake of  the community – giving up 

privacy, time, sleep, food. On the pavement, though, people were free, collectively, to assemble 

their  shacks  and  their  community  in  ways  that  are  constricted  in  TRAs.  If  a  shack  on  the 

pavement  proved  to  be  inadequately  small,  for  example,  it  could  be  expanded.  Moreover, 

additional buildings could be constructed for a variety of  purposes.

One resident was inspired to build a madrassa (Islamic school) on the pavement. Before 

and after the school-day, it was frequented by 32 of  the community's children. As I discovered in 

a meeting between several Blikkiesdorp residents and the TRA's manager, a city official, such a 

facility is far more difficult to establish in the tightly controlled space of  the TRA. The official 

said, “I wouldn't let my child go there,” as the primary justification for the city's refusal to allow a 

structure to be built in the TRA for the same purpose. In the city's eyes, if  a facility might not be 

open and interesting to everyone, it will not be accommodated in the TRA. The TRA resident 

went  ahead  and  established  a  madrassa,  but  it  had  to  be  run  out  of  his  family's  tin  (the 

government shacks in Blikkiesdorp are commonly referred to as 'tins'), putting pressure on his 

family life,  as the tins in Blikkiesdorp measure six meters by three meters,81 and families  are 

allocated only one, regardless of  the number of  family members.

Life on Symphony Way was assisted by the city in some basic ways. Portable ablution 

facilities were made available to Symphony Way residents, as was a tap for fresh water. For the 

most part,  though, the community functioned autonomously from the city, determining itself. 

When several  shacks burnt  down,  the  dwellers  rebuilt  them with more space in  between to 

prevent the rapid spread of  fire that often occurs in informal settlements. The community's linear 

form also helped prevent any large scale disasters like what happened in Joe Slovo. Fire could 

only travel along the line of  shacks, rather than spreading across a two-dimensional plane.

The strength of  the shacks, themselves, was sometimes an issue. I heard several stories of 

roofs collapsing, or of  shacks blowing down in the strong Delft wind. Thankfully, as far as I am 

aware, no dwellers were injured in such accidents, and when structures collapsed, the community 

absorbed the displaced families while their shacks were reconstructed, stronger and sturdier. Fire 

and collapse are two problems that don't seem to plague the TRA tins. Their design does lead to 

a number of  other problems, though, which we will now address.

81 Although the Joe Slovo ruling determined that TRA units should be no less that 24m2, the ruling handed down by 
the Western Cape High Court (City of  Cape Town v The Persons Who Are Presently Unlawfully Ocupying Erf 
508, Portion 12) specified that the City must provided shacks of  no less that 18m2.
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The Built Environment of  the TRA

Upon first walking into Blikkiesdorp (Figure 24), I was struck by several things: it is big, it 

is shiny, and it is tessellated. Blikkiesdorp is composed of  1,667 tins, each measuring 18m2. The 

TRA houses an estimated 5,000 people. The facility is enclosed by an 8 or 10 foot fence, and has 

two entrances: one at its northern tip, the other at its southern corner. Internally, it is divided into 

17 blocks, each assigned a letter A-Q. These blocks are separated by dirt roads. The camp was 

built by the City of  Cape Town over a span of  three years, and was constructed in two phases. 

Phase 1 was constructed shortly after the eviction of  backyarders from the illegally occupied N2 

Gateway houses in Delft. This section of  the camp (which is composed of  A-I Blocks) was filled 

completely by these evictees, many of  whom went to the camp willingly after having accepted 

accommodations in the city's Section 1 tent facility immediately after the eviction.

Phase  2  of  the  camp  was  constructed  more  slowly.  Because  metal  scrapping  and 

scavenging for building materials is a problem in Delft, the tins in Phase 2 were constructed only 

as new people were forced into the camp: it is much harder to steal a house if  a family is living in 

it. During the first several years, when the camp was under construction, the entrances to the 

camp  were  heavily  policed,  largely,  it  seems,  to  prevent  the  theft  of  new,  not-yet-occupied 

buildings. Over this same period, the city strictly enforced a ban on constructing additions to the 

tins, probably to discourage the camp's residents from gathering materials from the parts of  the 

camp still under construction.

According to information gathered through conversation with residents, J and L Blocks 

were constructed to house families evicted from Belhar, Salt River and Etland (Figure 25). Q and 

P Blocks  were  constructed next,  housing people  displaced from Sea Point,  RR Section,  and 

Woodstock. Many of  these people, I was told, had been relocated from spaces near the City 

Center during the run-up to the 2010 World Cup, likely to hide them from the waves of  incoming 

tourists. These claims found their way into the papers, but the city vehemently denies that the 

World Cup motivated these relocations.82 Given the proximity of  Sea Point, Woodstock and Salt 

River to the City Center, and the timing of  these relocations, though, they do seem suspicious.

Parts of  P Block, as well as most of  O and N Blocks were allocated to foreign nationals, 

many of  whom are  Somalian refugees  who were  forced out  of  informal  settlements  during 

recent outbreaks of  xenophobic violence.83 The relocation of  these refugees to Blikkiesdorp has 

caused a stir among some of  the camp's South African residents, largely because of  economic

82 Davids, 2010.
83 "Cape Town Relocates Xenophobia Refugees,” 2008.
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 competition. Although not sanctioned by the city, some Blikkiesdorp residents set up shops and 

stores  in  their  tins  (Figure  26).  These  informal  stores  provide  a  convenient  service  for 

Blikkiesdorp residents, whose nearest 'legitimate' grocery store is located more than a kilometer 

away in Delft South. The tins also double as the proprietors' residences, so the city often permits 

the shops to continue operating. A complaint that I heard many times from South African store 

owners  was  that  the  Somalian  shops  were  undercutting  their  prices.  “The  Somalians,”  one 

proprietor explained to me, “are natural businessmen. They band together and organize their 

shops so as to buy in bulk and sell for cheaper.” Of  course, many of  the Blikkiesdorp residents 

that I spoke with expressed the opinion that “lower prices are lower prices,” and appreciated that 

the Somalians could offer a banana for two rand (~30 cents) as opposed to the five rand (~75 

cents) that a South African-owned shop might charge.

The remaining blocks,  M and K,  were  constructed last.  These  blocks  house the  136 

families that were eventually evicted from the pavement of  Symphony Way in late 2009.

Each block is composed of  112 tins arranged in rows of  eight by fourteen, except for the 

blocks near the edge that bows, which are fitted to the shape of  the camp. In the middle of  every 

four tins, there is a toilet and a sink/wash basin (Figures 27, 28, and 29). These facilities, while 

they are connected to plumbing, leave much to be desired. There are no showers of  baths in the 

TRA, and the sinks are exposed to open air, so residents are left to take sponge baths in the 

privacy of  their own tins – something that can be complicated, given that each tin is a single 

room that as many as eight people might be living in. As I discovered when I tried to use the 

facilities, the city does not provide toilet seats. This is of  considerable inconvenience, and many 

residents bring their own seats, which they often keep in their shacks to prevent their theft.

Notable places around the TRA include the playground (Figure 30; marked as Dot 7 in 

Figure 24), the satellite police station (Figure 31; marked as Dot 6 in Figure 24), and the soup 

kitchen  (marked  as  Dot  1  in  Figure  24).  The  playground  (Figure  30)  was  absent  from 

Blikkiesdorp when I first visited in February, 2010, but is a much-used addition to the TRA. The 

central area where the playground is located is the only public space in Blikkiesdorp, and is often 

the site community meetings. Figure 32 shows a meeting of  the Symphony Way AEC, which 

continues to organize in the TRA. Unfortunately, refuse is often dumped at the site, and the 

playground, when I visited in March 2011, was strewn with trash. Such disregard for public space 

was not tolerated on the pavement of  Symphony Way, and is symptomatic of  a lack of  care and a 

sense of  anomie that seems to have settled over many of  the TRAs residents.
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The soup kitchen provides free meals once a day, but is located at the northernmost tip 

of  the TRA, and many of  the residents from Phase 2 that I talked to had given up visiting the 

soup kitchen. Too frequently, they would wait in line only to find that the food had run out, 

consumed by the more conveniently situated residents of  Phase 1.

The satellite police station was built along with Phase 1 of  the TRA. It had been used 

while  Phase  2  was  under  construction,  but  has  since  been  abandoned.  There  has  been talk 

(initiated by members of  the community) between TRA residents and the city of  repurposing the 

buildings  as  a  community  center,  with  computer  facilities.  Several  TRA  residents  with 

connections to international NGOs were able to secure a donation of  24 computers, along with 

funding for internet access and electricity. Because the TRA is solely composed of  residential tins 

(some of  which double for other purposes – as stores, shops, or madrassas, for example), the 

residents are having difficulty finding a facilities to house these computers. A close look at this 

particular struggle will help elucidate several problems with life in the TRA, and will lead to a 

discussion of  other aspects of  the TRAs spatial form.

Making Do in Blikkiesdorp

Security  is  of  paramount  concern  when  considering  the  situation  of  computers  in 

Blikkiesdorp. A resident of  M Block generously offered to house ten of  the donated computers 

in her tin. She is a single, older woman, and thus has a greater ability to share some of  her limited 

space than, for example, a family of  five living in the same dimensions. The residents have asked 

the city  to  make an adjacent  tin  available  to  house the  remaining computers.  The residents' 

rationale for placing the computers in a tin in M Block included two components: firstly, M Block 

is somewhat centrally located in the camp, near the playground/meeting area. Secondly, M Block 

is primarily inhabited by the community that assembled on Symphony Way. This is important 

because, as the reasoning goes, the community bonds mean that people look out for one another 

in M Block more carefully than in other areas of  the TRA, and that the computers would be 

more secure given this heightened community watchfulness.

The city interpreted the situation slightly differently, recognizing the inherent danger in 

keeping ten computers in a shack with an elderly single woman. Indeed, break-ins occur around 

the camp every night. The tins are constructed in such a way that they lend themselves to break-

ins in ways that informal shacks usually do not – they are screwed together from the outside 

(Figure 33). Residents that I talked to shared anecdotes about TV screens disappearing through 

doors that had been unscrewed, or in one case, an entire refrigerator disappearing through the 
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side of  a tin that had been disassembled. Although informal shacks have a number of  security 

issues,  too,  the simple fact  that  they are often nailed together makes them more difficult  to 

covertly disassemble. As such, the city expressed concerns that, by locating the computers in M 

Block, the community would be inviting trouble.

Instead, the city suggested that it might be possible to locate the computers in the satellite 

police  station,  which  is  no  longer  used.  These  facilities  are  located  away  from  the  camp's 

residential areas, and the buildings themselves are generally more secure – better constructed and 

fenced in. This plan was suggested near the end of  my visit to Cape Town, only a few weeks 

before this thesis was written, so information regarding whether or not these plans will come to 

fruition  is  unavailable.  At  the  time  the  plan  was  suggested,  the  city  still  had  significant 

reservations about the project. Namely, that the TRA was meant to be a temporary residential 

facility, and that TRA facilities were not intended to be used for non-residential purposes, nor 

were they supposed to lend the TRA a sense of  permanence. This brings us to a contradiction 

that  underlies many aspects of  life in the TRA: making the TRA into a comfortable facility 

requires a certain amount of  settling in, but such settling in entrenches residents in Blikkiesdorp.

Blikkiesdorp, however, is 'temporary' in name only – a fact recognized by many residents, 

who try to make the most out of  the spaces they have been allotted. Nobody that I talked to 

expected to leave Blikkiesdorp anytime soon, though everyone wanted to.

Once  the  TRA filled  up,  the  city  stopped enforcing  bans  on “extensions”  (informal 

additions to the tins). Many residents have since fenced their tins, adding a some privacy, or even 

built additional rooms. Some of  these extensions span the entire gap from one tin to another, 

effectively doubling the living space (Figure 34 and 35). While improving the lives of  the people 

that live in them, extensions give the camp an air of  permanence. Satellite dishes have started to 

appear on tins' roofs, and the camp has been retrofitted with electrical services.

Originally, the camp was not served with electricity. In early 2010, though, Blikkiesdorp 

was electrified with pre-pay meters (Figure 36).  This marks a significant improvement to the 

camp's conditions, but also one that signifies that Blikkiesdorp is becoming a permanent feature 

of  the landscape. Electricity in the camp is provided on a pay-as-you-use system (Figure 35), with 

resident given 50 free credits worth (~five dollars) of  electricity every month. All other electricity 

must be purchased – electricity cards are sold at corner stores and grocery stores. To give a rough 

idea of  how far a credit goes, it takes approximately ½ a credit to prepare a plate of  toast, and a 

miniature refrigerator consumes between three and four credits per day.
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TRA residents' incomes are widely variable, but electricity represents a significant expense 

for nearly all residents. According to a study of  the economic implications of  relocation from 

informal settlements to TRA facilities, it seems that TRA residents generally have a harder time 

getting by in the camps than they did elsewhere.84 The informal economies that pervade informal 

settlements are not well established in Blikkiesdorp, and its remote location presents difficulties 

for residents to commute to work. A minibus taxi from Delft to the City Center costs twenty 

rand return (nearly three dollars), which, in many cases might consume ¼ of  a workers' daily 

income. Residents with children under the age of  fourteen can receive grants of  240 rand (~35 

dollars) for each child, and sick or disabled residents can collect as much as 1,000 rand (~150) per 

month.85 Needless to say, these funds don't stretch incredibly far.

Likely related to this poverty, crime is an issue in Blikkiesdorp. Although I was unable to 

find any statistics, I was told repeatedly that crime is an overwhelming problem, with offenses 

ranging from petty theft to rape and murder. Notably, crime was not a problem for the residents 

84 Hunter, 2010.
85 Cohen, 2009.
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of  Symphony Way, despite a similar level of  poverty and unemployment. Unlike the residents of 

Blikkiesdorp,  though,  the  dwellers  on  Symphony  Way  were  able  to  express  individual  and 

community identity through their control of  their own lives and homes. Such control is lost in 

the camp, and without it, it seems, residents find themselves worse off  with the TRA's 'formal' 

accommodations than in the informal conditions they were relocated from.
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Chapter 5

Conclusion
If  I were asked to name the chief  benefit of  the house, I should 
say: the house shelters day-dreaming, the house protects the 
dreamer, the house allows one to dream in peace. 

          – Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of  Space86

The thesis above tries to understand the recent history of  the the struggle for housing in 

South Africa. It does so through a close analysis of  legal, physical, and social artifacts, sketching a 

picture of  spatial dynamics, contested development, and competing rights in South Africa. As we 

saw, these artifacts are created through, and imbedded in, various intertwined processes that are 

related to a number of  political and economic concerns. These processes are also contested by 

various  community  assemblages  that  derive  support  from  a  vast  number  of  people  whose 

everyday, basic needs are not being met. One such need is a need for homes.

The  benefits  of  a  proper  home  are  manifold.  Protection  from  the  elements  is  an 

important function of  shelter, and one that is valorized in many attempts to eradicate or upgrade 

informal shack settlements. Adequate housing, however, provides more than a shield from the 

environment.  More  than  four  walls  and  a  roof,  a  home  is  a  place  for  expression  and 

decompression – a place for oneself  and one's family, a node imbedded in communities and 

social networks. A home can be a base from which one journeys to work. It can be a space for 

cooking and eating, where one stores pots and pans, rice and beans, a stove and paraffin. A home 

can be a garden, where one tends to fruits and vegetables, and sees children born and blossom. 

To risk the obvious: a home is where people live; but this is too often forgotten. In many respects, 

this thesis is an attempt to think what has been lost, both, figuratively, in the bureaucracy of 

housing development, and literally, by those people who have lost, or have never had, a home.

Of  course, to acquire a house and to secure a home are by no means equivocal. A home 

can  be  established  without  the  security  of  a  house,  and  a  house  can  be  occupied  without 

acquiring the warmth of  a home. Furthermore, although finding a house and establishing a home 

is paramount for many poor, homeless people, it is far from a panacea for their problems. Having 

a home, for example, does not put food on the table, give medical aid, nor guarantee free and fair 

political participation. Although many problems may persist, an established home does provide a 

ground from which a person might better attack them, and, as Bachelard says, it provides a place 

86 pg. 6.
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from whence to dream. To dream, in one sense, is to imagine a world that is, at the same time, 

not one's own, and also, entirely one's own. It is to conceive of  things that aren't; and in a world 

where the things that are are not adequate, but rather, deeply problematic. It is key to remember 

that the struggle for adequate housing, and for the establishment of  a home, is not one towards 

an end, but towards a means of  further redress.
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