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CHAPTER 1

In Partnership

High Stakes, High Hopes builds urban theorizing in partnership, between a
township neighborhood grappling with the legacies of apartheid, the neigh-
borhood’s community organization (its “Civic”), and the university tasked to
research and teach the city. This theorizing emerges within the political and
physical realities of everyday life. The rhythm of this book—and its theoretical
argument—unfolds in stories. Its aesthetic form pulses with narratives, which
share the logics and rhythms of the partnership:

« in a city bursting at its seams, struggling to deliver services, to manage
the conflicts that threaten to tear it asunder

« in a township neighborhood grappling with evictions, forced to fight for
every right, service, and resource

« in a university, high up on the mountain slopes, whose mission is to
theorize the city’s pasts and futures and whose legitimacy to do so is
contested

The purpose of the partnership was to teach and research the city together.
Over the course of a decade, neighborhood partners and I experimented to
build the research process and pedagogy. The motivation for the approach we
crafted was political and urgent. Through it, the partnership engaged durable,
intractable neighborhood challenges and conflicts, the rapidity and violence
of city change and its shifting geopolitics. Our partnership immersed us in ev-
eryday urban realities that shaped the demands of activism, the hardships of
structural inequality, and the struggles for a right to the city. The partnership
enmeshed us in the complex challenges that shaped the neighborhood—its ra-
cialization and segregated history and present.

In its collaborative method and pedagogy, our approach rooted teaching
and research in the struggles of the neighborhood, embodied in the literal
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and epistemic violence that entangled and divided both it and the university.
Our approach was inspired by the neighborhood, in the often-contentious
organizing and mobilizing by the neighborhood Civic, and by the practices
that neighborhood residents enacted to survive, to make do, to live fully. The
partnership was a means to work together collaboratively to engage and un-
derstand—to teach and research—these realities. Through the partnership,
teaching was grounded in the city, in its racialized inequities, its materialities
and creativities. It infused the city and ordinary people into the classroom.
Through this collaboration, we engaged the perspective of ordinary residents,
the activism of the Civic, its location and positioning in the city.

An always productively compromised collaboration, our partnership
stretched us, extending university notions of critique and truth. We reworked
conventional academic practice, reshaping the nature of critique. Doing so al-
lowed us to forge a space for creative methodologies and epistemologies, for
ways of knowing together. The partnership offered collaboration with sub-
stance. Through it, partners, students, and I reflected critically on epistemo-
logical questions: how we produced knowledge, with whom, and for what var-
ied and multiple agendas.

The analysis unfolds in narratives built on ordinary words and acts. The
way partners and I worked together became substance, the inspiration for our
questions. Ordinary words, and the stories in which they emerged, show the
genealogies of our partnership practice and its process. They share the ever-
extending and always partial ways in which we came to know and work to-
gether. These collaborative practices encompass the conceptual tools that en-
abled our theorizing together.

In its narrative form, High Stakes, High Hopes shares the ways the part-
nership proved a vehicle for neighborhood partners, my students, and me to
travel back and forth across the city and between the campus and the neigh-
borhood. The stories in this book show ways in which we (partners, my stu-
dents, and I) navigated thinking and theorizing in these spaces and through
these relationships. The partnership shaped our questions. Teaching and re-
search deepened and my writing shifted, immersed in these multiple pub-
lics and political questions. Provocations and challenges created a collabora-
tive form and praxis. We produced an archive, a celebration of diverse ways to
know the city, a celebration of urban research. The construction of this book—
its aesthetic form—invites your engagement as a reader. This fuller accounting
aims to bring the reader into the complexity of choice, of context, of thinking,
of doing.



In Partnership

Through this narrative analysis, I consider a set of critical questions for
urban scholarship. I examine the ways in which collaborative partnerships
open provocative conversations on everyday urbanism: what it takes to sus-
tain households in overcrowded homes and shack settlements; the realities
that shape the demands of activism; and, finally, the hardships of structural
inequality that intertwine in this neighborhood and city. I track ways the part-
nership was built, incrementally, through pedagogies to work and teach to-
gether, to research, to write, and to share our thinking in and across the urban
inequalities that divided us. I reflect on what was at stake in the partnership
and its creative, and at times conflictive, evolution. What changed in learn-
ing when teaching and assessment moved in and between the university class-
room and township streets and ordinary people’s households? In what ways
were academic practices of research and assessment reshaped when they were
framed through township questions, realities, and commitments, as well as
scholarly debate? What was reoriented in urban theorizing when Civic activ-
ists and community struggles were recalibrated as places of valid knowledge
making? The partnership allowed me to engage such questions, and in doing
so, to reflect critically on how my partners and I, together with students, pro-
duced knowledge, with whom, and for what agendas.

High Stakes, High Hopes contributes to an archive of alternative kinds of ur-
ban knowledges, experiments that work to inspire more varied forms of urban
theorizing. Its stories, my turn to narrative writing, comprise ordinary words
that become conceptual and can travel. These conceptual tools offer a way to
rethink practices of collaboration, teaching, and writing in our field. Urban
theorizing in partnership offers ways for urbanists to engage the city, its sub-
stance, its stories, its everyday contradictions and possibilities in located and
embodied ways. It offers forms of practice, grounded in teaching, to train the
next generation of urbanists to understand and engage the city and its urban
futures. Through it, I argue, we might in small and incremental ways reimag-
ine the university, its mission, and its mode, embedded in multiple publics and
politics across the city.

The Partnership’s Cast of Characters

Gerty Square and I were the partnership’s core protagonists. Together, we di-
rected the partnership, deciding on its focus, building its work and strategy, its
methods and its pedagogies and ways to share our research findings. We cre-
ated this process step by step, overcoming obstacles, living with irresolvable
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tensions, and celebrating our successes over the years. We did not have a mas-
ter plan, an ideal vision, or a timescale. This was work that developed incre-
mentally. It was close to our hearts, often hectic, nearly always deeply satisfying.

Gerty was a strong and courageous woman, who, among many other things,
led the United Front Civic Organisation in Valhalla Park. She brought to our
partnership a lifelong commitment to justice and to building a fairer, more ac-
cessible city. I am an urbanist; trained in geography in the United States, I held
a teaching position at the University of Cape Town (UCT). I brought to this
partnership my own research interests and questions and a passion for and
commitment to collaboration.

Incrementally, we created a way to work together. I oversaw the univer-
sity side; Gerty was in charge of the neighborhood work. She coordinated our
Civic partners, mostly women, a few men, who lived in this neighborhood and
worked with her as activists and Civic workers. Fearsome and loving moth-
ers, sisters, friends, “struggle plumbers,” land invaders, churchgoers, devout
Christians, Moslems, a Hajji, minstrels: these complex, concrete, lived identi-
ties shaped their passion for the neighborhood.

As our partnership progressed, we found our roles and filled them. Mina,
Gerty’s daughter, became our human resources consultant, keeping track of
hours worked. Dan was the timekeeper, helping us stay on track in every ses-
sion. Zaaida was our cook for collective events, the caterer. Koekie loved the
camera; when she was happy, we all smiled. Fatima was a constant—quiet
and present. Suki embraced this work; it was, she told me, the only time she
felt smart, intelligent. Rosemary and Naomi worked with us some years and
not others. Daughters joined their mothers. Shireen came in and out of proj-
ects, at the start a youngster, by the time we were done, a mom of two, grow-
ing up with us across this decade. Our partners’ roles were manifold: teachers,
translators, guides; they kept us safe from the real possibility of violence, legit-
imated our presence, tutored us in local protocol, welcomed us as friends, and
taught us what they knew, what they loved, tolerated, and hated.

I brought to the partnership my students, at first undergraduates, then post-
graduates, who signed up to study the city, to learn urban geography. There
were high stakes in this venture, bringing students out of the classroom onto
the street, into homes. From varied places and backgrounds, privileged and
poor, white and black, foreign and South African, the students brought to this
work a richness, wearing multiple caps, with assumptions and feelings, energy,
anxieties, and interest. This mix infused our work in Valhalla Park, our read-
ings in class, our writing in journals and papers, the ways in which we shared
and explored. Some undergraduate students loved this work and stayed on for
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postgraduate studies. Some even came back to help: Saskia, Sian, Robyn, Rak-
sha, and Jo.

I started these projects and this partnership a young, fresh, enthusiastic lec-
turer. My senior colleague made clear to me that my approach to this practi-
cal teaching, in the weekly afternoon laboratory session, was over the top. I
was “making a mountain out of a molehill” and should not expect extra credit
for it, or expect my “colleagues to compensate for these choices.” This wise ad-
vice referenced the inordinate amount of time that the partnership consumed,
what it demanded, the choices I made in this collaborative mode. In the part-
nership I found a voice, a way to experiment and engage, to root myself in the
city and in South Africa, to teach and research. It brought my worlds together,
a way to be a white academic, in this inequitable city, in a privileged university,
in this period a decade after the end of apartheid. In the partnership work, I
juggled my roles as academic, writer, researcher, and teacher, strict and rigor-
ous, quirky and quick, with a sense of humor most days.

The Book’s Design

Narrated in stories of the partnership, the book is not conventional. The nar-
ratives build a thick, richly layered, and textured understanding of our prac-
tice that demonstrates and shows rather than explains. While this book and
project have been shaped by scholarly bodies of work that experiment with
ways “to do” urban studies “otherwise,” these literatures are not at the fore-
front of my analysis. They do not dictate the book’s form. Instead, an engage-
ment with these literatures is boxed alongside the narrative, spaced across the
book. Discussion in the boxes places my work in relation to an archive of “do-
ing urban studies otherwise.” It shows the work with which I am in conversa-
tion and helps direct the ways in which I am thickening the archive through
this partnership and its practice. The boxed-oft literature discussions offer fur-
ther reading; they engage the literature; they are part, rather than a disavowal,
of the scholarly work I draw on. They situate this literature in the background,
threading it carefully into the fabric, the texture, the work of the book.

The book’s visuals work in relation to the narratives as well. Like the nar-
ratives, they are rich and varied. Working in partnership produced a diver-
sity of intentional and incidental artefacts: from designed books and research
products to letters and notes, to syllabi, to events, and relationships. These vi-
sual artefacts live in different ways—sometimes in a file in a partner’s house,
as a map I've kept for another decade on the top shelf of my office bookcase,
as treasured letters, artefacts that remind us of our work together. The book
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shares some of the visual elements of the archive of the partnership. They
work as well to visualize and bring into the book those more ephemeral mo-
ments, the relationships, the feel, the engagement, the encounters. From pho-
tographs, to maps, and so on, they make these moments concrete and inti-
mate. They make visible the materialization of partnership across its practices,
across the decade.

To the reader, some of the visuals are directly legible; like some narratives,
they offer a precise message and measure. Others offer texture, rather than
precise interpretation. In sum, the visuals offer the feel, the presence, the mix
that shapes the partnership’s work. Like the book’s stories, the visuals and their
textures are designed to “wash over you.”

Each chapter in the body of the book concludes with a coda. The codas
are analytical. They articulate crisply “what is at stake” for that chapter. They
work as the link to the next chapter. They conceptualize the tools I devel-
oped through the partnership, across the book. Lightly threaded, they bring
together, rather than foreclose, the argument. In doing so, they embody the
complexity and the multidirectionality of the partnership and its practice.
Through the codas I step out of the particularities of this partnership, distill
some of its learning, and share what is at stake.

In this mix of narrative techniques, I share the partnership’s creativity and
experimentation, its layered and multiple practices. In doing so the book’s
form offers an alternative means of interpretation. Through it, I share the jour-
ney that brought Gerty and me, the Civic and the university, to work together
to form the partnership. The book goes on to track the partnership, its evolu-
tion, and its development in the everyday struggles we researched, the city in-
equalities that shaped the Civic’s activism and our research. And, of course,
we bumped into contradictions in our work, in the neighborhood and univer-
sity, in our city. These crisscrossing compromises and complicities shaped our
work.

Teaching was of the utmost importance to our partnership. In the book,
I trace the ways it oriented us to work back and forth between the neighbor-
hood and the university. I share the research we produced in publications from
each project, what sustained our partnership beyond projects and semester-
long courses, across the years. I draw the book to a close by pulling together
the conversations, the tools, and the concepts that the partnership offers as a
means to theorize the city otherwise.

In this spirit, I offer this book, its stories and analysis, as a meditation on
collaboration, an ethnography of our partnership and its practice. I offer this
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book as a change of form, a different kind of academic writing. I offer this
book as an experiment, part of an archive of alternative practices that work to
reshape teaching and research in urban studies. I offer the book as a source of
conceptual tools and collaborative practices for urban theorizing in partner-
ship. I offer this book as a celebration of our partnership across a decade.



FIGURE 18. Our Yellow Pages



~ BURGLAR By
’u‘??}'a#‘ris.i ==
[ gy;::

e

am e

Manie's Fruit & Veg Merle's Meat Poor Man's Friend
BARBERS Manie Moat Fruit 8. Veg
174 Angela Street Charles Shamiela & Toya
078 119 0391 62 Johannes Street ‘4 Edward Street
Rayyaan Marcus's Zahir's Barber Shop gam-Tpm 072 436 1542 0219349873
Barber Shop hie Weekends gamate
B doo i cuting servies 103 Angela Street
Rayyaan Marcus 073 0877 504 Mad's Fruit & Veg patrick’s Fishing Poor Man's Friend stall
56 Matteus Streel gam-5pm | Pt g, spcos, dalorey Frosh fish Frosh it & veg
073 862 2326 { Donavan Madumbo Patrick Jonas Hilton Louis.
198 Angela Street 10 Edmund Street Cor Angela Strt & Chart's Lane
gam-5pm 072 093 6378 073290 5632
FRUIT, VEG & MEAT Floxible 8.30am-7pm
Veronica's Fruit & Veg Gammie's Fish Fieka's Tuckshop
Boy's Fruit & Veg Green Shop Jorome's Frit & Veg Veronica Fish, fruit & vog Mat & veg
Victor et Laun Sofh o 162 Eloanor Street Aziza Fieka
55 Matteus Street iy st iy :gefg"""d oros 073537 5384 '47 Rosalind Street V257 Laan
021934 0225 0537157917 B oan Street 7am-10pm 021934 4925 712022344
8am-Tpm gam-7pm 583 5609 233 i 10am-8.50pm stilllate
gam-5pm .
(

//_///



122

Chapter Six

decision, configured so differently from a conventional framing of this ques-
tion in an unpartnered, academic context.

I moved forward with the printing. An agent at Top Copy printers helped.
He gave us a good price for our fifteen hundred copies when he learned of our
intent. He figured out a pocket-size version, small yet locatable. He brought
the Yellow Pages alive by redesigning our cover, bringing the man known as the
Pastor, a local leader and businessman, to the forefront, a visual invitation to
open the directory. It was in this very politicized context, following the forced
removal of Somali and most other “foreign” traders, that this simple document
made its way across the area. A presence, not a solution, it marked the end of
our project, the purpose of our interviews, our going door-to-door.

The Yellow Pages did not directly address xenophobia and the attendant
politics and violence. Instead, it situated it, bringing to the fore layers of com-
plex issues in which xenophobia operated and erupted. These included, for
instance, the histories of neighborhood businesses, their successes and lon-
gevity, as well as failures; the specific patterns and practices of gangsterism
that shaped neighborhood streets and access to business spaces; and the real-
ity and hardships that sustained and provided a logic to the networks that in-
terlinked the neighborhood and broader city informal economy. The Yellow
Pages was distributed to all the households in the neighborhood. It prompted
us to rework our thinking. On the one hand, it showed a neighborhood hard
at work, eking out a living. On the other, its shadows revealed xenophobic
tensions, stories of competition, and the feelings that drove that xenophobia.
Through its recording of the businesses burned out, run out of the neighbor-
hood, their presence remained, if in that moment only on paper.

As an alternative genre of publication organized explicitly for the neighbor-
hood, the Yellow Pages sat in this visceral, violent politics, its contestation of
the right to work, to be in this neighborhood and others like it across the city
and nation. Immersed in questions of identity and violence, the Yellow Pages
made visible a layer of the meta-politics of the city and the research itself, its
purpose, its intent, its publics and politics.

“That’s My Book!”

Gerty laughed as she recalled the telephone call from a friend from Belhar, a
neighborhood five or so kilometers from Valhalla Park. “Did you see that book
about you, about Valhalla Park?” the friend asked. Gerty retorted, “I told her:
That is my book, I wrote that book!” The Valhalla Park Community Entertain-
ers: Klopse Building a Better Neighbourhood was in demand. The two hundred
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copies printed flew out of Gerty’s front door, into the hands of residents, the
troupe, the Klopse Board, and the councilor.

For both the projects on Klopse and Sewende Laan, we developed the sto-
ries and experiences for publication in short-book form, a genre to share the
research, to highlight lived experiences and struggles, to ensure these strug-
gles and hard everyday realities reached the public domain. Both books docu-
mented the Civic’s work and mobilization, sharing the intimate practices that
made Klopse happen and that sustained families in the Sewende Laan infor-
mal settlement. These short books worked as a mode of writing and critique
that could contribute to the Civic’s work, to its activism, to forms of neighbor-
hood building. Popular, political, and advocatory, they offered alternative sto-
ries and accounts from our research that rubbed up against and challenged a
discourse of deficit and lack—of informality and marginality—that so often
characterized the neighborhood and its place in debates in the literature and
the city.

The Klopse book, for instance, was beautiful, warm, alive, sharing page af-
ter page, story after story, and photographs of proud residents, the performers,
singers, costume makers, the cooks behind the scenes, the leaders engineer-
ing the logistics and coordinating the buses and uniforms, the directors and
the coaches leading biweekly practices throughout much of the year. The text
highlighted the commitment and passion of Gerty and other Klopse leaders,
many of whom were our research partners too. The book shared the hard “en-
gineering” and organizing work that underlay Klopse and the neighborhood
troupe’s participation year after year. It made clear its effects, the ways it built
community in the neighborhood, in the yearlong neighborhood fundraising
and coordinating, and training of the minstrels, young and old, and in its pin-
nacle, the performance in the city center and neighborhood at the New Year,
and in the annual summer competition season.

The book substantiated Klopse as the glue that sustained and legitimated
the Civic, as an organization, and its leaders, as representative of this neigh-
borhood, year after year. Klopse brought a wide array of residents into the
minstrel troupe, and through it, into the Civic. Young mothers met older ac-
tivists, not just as neighbors but also as leaders of the troupe. They enrolled
their young children as trompoppies (drum majorettes), marching decked out
in Klopse gear, a key part of every troupe. Children participated in the youth
choir, attending weekend practices for months on end. Mothers came along,
listening at first, joining later, as they were increasingly woven into the fabric
of the Civic and its work. Young men spoke of their pride in the Klopse band,
in their roles as trombonist and percussionist, in the music, in being part of
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FIGURE 19. The Klopse Book
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this family and community tradition. Some participants pictured in the book
explained how through Klopse they had sidestepped the temptations of alco-
hol, even in some cases the agonies of tik addiction and gangsterism, struggles
they saw friends face. This type of integrating and connecting wove through
the Klopse book as a publication.

For both the Civic and the troupe, the book made clear to the world “who
we are and what we are: proud and disciplined.” As noted in chapter 3, Gerty
explained this crisply in the book’s introduction:

Although we were more than successful in stopping the problem of fighting
between gangs and drug trafficking in our area [and we fought for and won
our housing project], we still faced a stigma. When people hear of Valhalla
Park, they associated our area with the 28 Gang and drugs. We needed to do
something to show the world out there and the people out there—standing in
Cape Town, across the Cape Flats, in the surrounding areas—to show them
here we are. We come from Valhalla Park. This is what we are doing in Val-
halla Park. And this is what we can do. (2010)

It was this motivation that had led to the establishment of a minstrel troupe
in 2005.

For both the troupe and the Civic, as well as for the Klopse Board in
which they competed, the book worked to counter a broader politics in the
city, in which Klopse was contested, understood as disorganized, chaotic, as
a working-class, “coloured” practice and performance, problematically racial-
ized, representative of a racist history. As Mrs. Kamalie explained in the book,
“It’s my history, my mother’s, my grandparents’—it’s part of me, part of the
Cape, part of slavery” (2010). Klopse Boards argued that Klopse and its city-
wide celebration was developmental, that it worked to build community. This
argument was discounted, even ridiculed by the city and by politicians, espe-
cially in budget processes for funding the Klopse New Year celebrations and in
the bureaucratic processes to get permission to compete in stadia around the
Cape Flats. It was this politics with which the book resonated, sharing Klopse
as activism, a practice that forged crucial bonds that held this neighborhood
and this city together.

“The Story of Sewende Laan Is like a Book”

Similarly, My 7de Laan shared a David-and-Goliath story, the story of a group
of families living in an informal settlement and the Civic, an organization with
no resources that contested the city’s intent to destroy the settlement. This
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short book tracked the struggle for security that marked Sewende Laan resi-
dents’ accounts of their lives, the meaningfulness of building and fighting for
the right to remain in this settlement. This was an alternate story of city build-
ing that documented the hard-fought ways in which the nearly one hundred
families involved defended themselves against the city’s attempts to demol-
ish the settlement. The book included each family’s story and photographs of
them and their homes.

Scattered across its pages were small-scale plans of the settlement’s self-
built homes, the piece-by-piece evidence of families building Sewende Laan.
The book mapped the settlement’s struggles and achievements, the stories of
its streets and families, which were not recorded either officially in the city’s
maps, or physically with literal street signs. George Rosenberg Avenue and
Gertrude Square Street, for instance, paid homage to Gerty and to George,
now sadly deceased, as Civic leaders and as key leaders in the Sewende Laan
struggle.

In the introduction to the book, Gerty framed the land occupation and
its defense as part of the Civic’s work, its commitment to supporting families
struggling with shelter. Several partners, for instance, lived in Sewende Laan:
Dan and Lefien, while Mina migrated in that period between her shack in Se-
wende Laan and her mother’s house, her kids living with their grandmother
in the winter, and then, over time, all year long.

We distributed the book to the residents of Sewende Laan, to other neigh-
bors, to the Legal Resources Centre (LRC), the NGO that defended the set-
tlement in court. They requested twenty copies of the book to distribute to
funders and to others in similar struggles elsewhere in the country. The book
stood in part as testimony to the meaningfulness of this NGO’s work. Beyond
the precise legal judgment and the work in court, the stories in the booklet
spoke to what the NGO’s defense meant in everyday terms to this settlement,
to the Civic, and to Valhalla Park. It shared the relief and the joy families felt in
their hard-won security, being legally allowed to persist and build their lives in
the settlement. It gave intimate, personal meaning to the broad-brush consti-
tutional rights that the NGO defended and for which it and the Civic fought.
It documented a combination of sacrifice and hard work, of great success and
its significance. The book recorded as well the paradox that despite the court
ruling that formal housing, services, and legal title must be granted by the city,
Sewende Laan families persisted, waiting still for the court judgment to be
made material in the form of formal housing.

I reflected on both books, on what was political and advocatory in them,
and on their popularity, their meaningfulness. They resonated with and shook
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FIGURE 20. My Sewende Laan
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FIGURE 21. Scrutinizing the posters

she had stopped participating in our projects, taken up with the care of her
and her sister’s children. Washiela pulled out her group’s report. She emerged
quickly with it, a reflection of her newly renovated and well-ordered home.
Fatima found hers under the bed. In passing, Masnoena said she would have a
good look. Zaaida found hers and Gerty’s in a box, stashed in the lounge unit,
at the bottom of a box of documents, a marker of the years that had passed.
As I gathered and pieced together these varied materials, this archive, I was
struck by the fact that—a decade later—the reports were intact, remembered,
held onto. Shelved across the city, publications were dispersed in cupboards in
Valhalla Park, in my office, elsewhere at UCT, in my home. The Yellow Pages
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