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Abstract

Work on urban renewal internationally focuses on a vast range of topics, including gentrification,
increased criminalization of poverty, rent-seeking behaviour, and neoliberal urbanism. These
arguments tend to centre the interests and actions of certain actors, prioritize certain forces (such as
economic ones), and thus tend to predict a particular set of outcomes. In adopting a southern urbanist
epistemology, and Jennifer Robinson’s reimagined comparativism through a reconceptualized ‘case’,
this research shows how predominant assumptions regarding the drivers and outcomes (both social
and physical) of urban renewal do not necessarily apply in the case of Braamfontein, an instance of
urban renewal in Johannesburg, a post-apartheid city in the south. The findings examined here include
policy narratives and empirical referents to culture-led strategies of urban renewal and ways in which
they speak less to market-orientated objectives, and more to socio-political ones; how the findings in
Braamfontein speak to literature on gentrification, studentification, and youthification, showing that
urban renewal and gentrification are not the same processes, and that studentification does not
necessarily lead to youthification or gentrification; how attempts to suppress informal trade have led to
the proliferation of iterant strategies on the part of hawkers, and have in turn led to enhanced
relationships between informal traders and the formal economy; and, finally, how the presence of
communities self-identifying as foreign or gay are shown to be driven by forces other than those that
the literature typically predicts.
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Introduction

Braamfontein is one of the oldest suburbs in Johannesburg, lying just north of the central
business district (CBD). It has historically been home to the University of the Witwatersrand
(Wits) and other higher education campuses, and more recently plays host to a budding local
art and fashion scene, as well as being home to new technological innovation hubs. | began

to spend a lot of time in and around the suburb while studying at Wits.

Most frequently | would walk alone or with friends from the Wits Art Museum (WAM) across
Bertha Street and into bustling Jorissen Street, typically packed with fellow students, daily
shoppers, commuters, parking guards, hawkers, policemen, private security guards, taxis,
busses, and cars, all competing for the limited space on the sidewalk, and in the road. After
crossing a block, | would likely turn right onto De Beer Street, where | would find myself
walking alongside the ground level of the Jorissen Place building. Here, the scene changes
drastically. There are no taxi ranks or bus stops, and no shops to walk into, no policemen, and
rarely security guards. The only people | ever encountered here were fellow walkers and an

elderly woman with a baby sitting on the pavement and begging.

Continuing down the next block on De Beer, the scene changes dramatically again. The streets
have a quiet, ‘artsy’ buzz. | pass restaurants, a comedy club, my favourite bar and club, coffee
shops, graffiti, public art, and niche clothing stores. Aside from the informal car guards,
private security guards and street cleaners, the people who pass through or spend time here
are students or young adults in creative industries. This is generally my stop, | take out my

laptop, and start an assignment about the ills of gentrification.



If instead | left campus to find lunch, I’d head to Love Food, on Ameshoff Street. This meant
crossing Bertha and turning left to walk two blocks. | would pass a bustling Chesa Nyama,
which was always bursting with students smoking hookah and drinking beer, university
residences, a spaza shop, and a busy hair salon. | pass students, many of whom were sitting
on the benches drinking beer, as well as customers and employees of the spaza shop and
salon socializing outside. On Ameshoff, | walk past another popular hair salon, and a PostNet
store jammed with students, before reaching my final destination, Love Food, where the
scene changes significantly once more. Now, the road is composed of large, private
commercial and financial headquarters. No shops or restaurants are in sight. The road is wider
than any other in Braamfontein, the pavements are decoratively paved, and tree-lined. It is
so quiet here that one can hear birds chirping. Aside from the private security guards and
cleaners, the people found outside here are the white-collar employees of the corporates

dominating this road.

In this short walk through Braamfontein, and along the other routes | travelled in the
neighbourhood, | was always struck by how rapidly the look and feel changed as | went. This
diversity and dynamism become all the more staggering when one understands that the
entire suburb falls under the same city improvement district (CID), as well as other similar and
overlapping urban renewal initiatives, both private and public. Drivers of urban change, such
as urban renewal initiatives, have been thoroughly theorized in academic literature, as have
their outcomes. Furthermore, scholarship on urban renewal in Johannesburg is a rich, diverse,
and thought-provoking body of work that has been the source of inspiration informing my
research focus, including my attempts at interpreting Braamfontein. And, while this work has

been formative to my development as a scholar, the conundrum | found in Braamfontein



prompted me to pose some challenges and present some complications to this earlier work.
For while the trappings of gentrification and other well-theorized phenomena of urban
change are indeed present in certain parts of Braamfontein, | also came across processes in
the same space or adjacent to it that confound this reading. | found in particular that by
looking at street-level experience of urban processes, and purposefully refusing to assume a

related driver, | uncovered a number of alternative explanations for urban outcomes.

The work on renewal in Johannesburg is characterized by a distinct divide, which my research
attempts to bridge. In one camp are theorists using international arguments described above,
such as Martin J. Murray (2008, 2011), Sophie Didier et al. (2012), Elizabeth Peyroux (2006),
and Mpho Matsipa (2014), who focus on popular tools for urban renewal, including CIDs. The
other camp prioritizes the complexity and multiplicity of instances of urban renewal in
Johannesburg, where the diverse set of local developmental goals and practices produce a
vernacular process that does not neatly fit within the aforementioned international camp.
These scholars include Jennifer Robinson (2002, 2006, 2011, 2014), Aiden Mosselson (2017),
Mfaniseni F. Sihlongonyane (2015), and Melissa T. Myambo (2018). Other neighbourhood or
project specific research includes work on Maboneng, Braamfontein, and township renewal

(Rogerson, 2004; Siyongwana and Mayekiso, 2011; Burocco, 2013; Myambo, 2018).

The epistemological project of southern urbanism offers a productive perspective on the
divide found in literature on Johannesburg and the conundrums that Braamfontein presents
to existing theory. Central to this is its focus on contextual particularity, the locatedness of
theory and the ways in which it travels, the incorporation of geographically and disciplinarily

diverse material, and cross-border relations (Roy, 2014; Parnell and Oldfield, 2014). Thus, like



many other southern urbanist scholars, | suggest that work on the urban must pay more
careful attention to the profoundly complex and context-specific interrelationships between
urban conditions, urban outcomes, urban policy, and urban theory, where each aspect shapes

the other in various ways, at various scales, and between various geographies of knowledge.

This necessitates that a study on urban processes, like urban renewal, attends to what
policies, other tools of spatial governance and actors are at play, what historical conditions
have shaped the given urban space, and the complex ways in which forces at this scale
interact with the same ones at a global scale, to produce particular outcomes at the local
level. Only with consideration to all of these factors and relationships can theorizing cities in

the south and elsewhere be fruitful and comprehensive.?

Another challenge that southern urbanists such as Robinson (2002) address, is how to bridge
the theoretical incommensurability between research on wealthy and poor cities to produce
a non-binary and non-singular understanding of urban conditions and outcomes across the
globe. This thinking comes to the fore in new critiques of the planetary urbanisation thesis, in
that it argues that despite empirical similarities, every instance of urbanisation takes place
under deeply contextual conditions whose impact cannot be ignored (Lees, 2016: 135). This
thesis is evident in Robinson’s (2014) reconceptualization of the case in a reimagination of

comparison.

1 This is all the more necessary in light of the contradicting, often inaccurate, and dated information provided
via online sources and academic research regarding the various initiatives or management schemes that
operate in Braamfontein.



This work crucially informs the methodological and analytical processes of the present
research, as | try to understand why certain dominant currents of scholarship on urban
renewal in global cities and in cities of the south correspond in their interpretation of the
urban renewal process as predominantly neoliberal. | argue that this results directly from the
complex threads of interrelations between theory, policy, and outcomes, and thus the
pronounced equivalence of the empirical phenomena of urban renewal, as these strategies
largely originated in the West and have been variously reconfigured in the South. However, |
found that despite these analogues, the outcomes of urban renewal that | encountered in
Braamfontein were remarkably varied, and, as such, reducing the drivers of these processes
in cities of the south and Braamfontein to the effects of neoliberal capitalist dynamics is

insufficient.

This research thus uses a southern urbanist epistemological basis to look at theories of urban
renewal through a mixed-methods research approach at a sub-suburb scale using methods
such as land-use mapping, ethnographic observations, key informant interviews, and
documentary analysis. In so doing, it is an exercise in bridging the epistemological
incommensurability of wealthy and poor cities in urban studies through considering a range
of spatial and social forms that stretch beyond and irregularly within the suburb, under similar
and overlapping urban renewal regimes. Following this, it is also a challenge to singular
understandings of urban processes by focusing on how they are experienced on the street-

level.

In doing this, this thesis draws differentiated urban outcomes together and into both global-

reaching and locally specific explanations. Drawing on Robinson’s reconceptualization of the



case in a reimagination of comparison, this research asks how the street-level usage and
experience of urban space interact with various social, cultural, policy, and economic forces
to create the specific urban characteristics of Braamfontein? In answering this question, |
hope to contribute to the southern urbanist project of establishing a non-binary reading of
cities across the globe, as well as contribute to the growing body of research on urban renewal

that takes into account locally-generated explanations for global trends.

Structure of Thesis

The first chapter of this thesis speaks to the literature, offering a broad overview of the
development of southern urban theory, before moving on to the planetary urbanisation
thesis, and Robinson’s reconceptualization of the case in a reimagination of comparison.
Thereafter, for the purpose of analysing the various regimes of renewal that operate across
Braamfontein in the third chapter, a brief overview of neoliberalism and how it pertains to
urban development and renewal is provided. The second chapter then provides an overview
of the mixed method approach used to conduct this research. The third chapter offers a brief
history of Braamfontein, an in-depth look at the primary bodies that are responsible for the
regeneration of the area and their respective and joint initiatives, and an overview of recent

changes (or phenomena) that have occurred in the suburb.

The fourth chapter lays out the findings of this research. It presents the findings of the street
mapping and data capturing process, describes the look and feel of each zone of analysis,
presents zone-specific data, provides vignettes of my interactions with people in each zone,

and looks at empirical similarities and differences across these zones. The analytical chapter

10



that follows draws together the findings of the empirical research by considering a range of
social and spatial forms and times as new analytical starting points for understanding urban
phenomena that exist under various themes of scholarly work through mobilizing Robinson’s
reconception of the case in a reimagination of comparison. These themes include strategies
aimed at attracting the creative class, gentrification and studentification, protest action,

informal economic strategies, and diversity and integration.

Finally, | revisit the common conclusions that emerged in the analytical section. These include
forms of sociality and outcomes that fall outside of culture-led explanations of urban renewal;
how the history of a space interacts with its contemporary conditions to produce outcomes
that research and theory have only understood in one way; forms of sociality that exceed
common neoliberal conceptualizations of urban renewal and gentrification; activities that
disrupt the visions of modern city-ness laid out in the narratives of urban renewal that
operate across Braamfontein; and instances in which the outcomes of the renewal initiatives
that operate across Braamfontein invite conclusions that contradict those found in much of

the existing literature.

Chapter 1: Planetary Urbanisation, the Comparative Gesture, and
Neoliberal Urbanism Through Southern Urbanism

The currents of scholarship on urban renewal in global cities and in cities of the south are
alike in their interpretation of the urban process centred on neoliberalism. This results directly
from pronounced similarities in the empirical phenomena of urban renewal across these cities

and regions, as the strategies, which originated in the West, are reconfigured in the South as

11



they get institutionalized with local rationalities (Ong, 2007; Gonzales, 2011; Karaman, 2013).
An emphasis on the varied nature of those trajectories of urban change is prevalent in the
southern urbanist canon and comes to the fore particularly in new critiques of the planetary
urbanisation thesis. These critiques hold that while the nature of urbanisation is planetary, in
that new spaces are being absorbed and reconfigured into and by various contemporary
processes of urbanisation, every instance of urbanisation takes place under deeply contextual

conditions whose impact cannot be ignored (Lees, 2016: 135).

Before delving into these contemporary debates, it is worth outlining how the field of urban
studies arrived at this seeming paradox. The field as it exists today developed in response to
the rapid expansion of the world’s urban population over the last century and its predicted
positive trajectory, and thus an urgency to understand the variety of profound and
unprecedented urban change that has accompanied this growth. This rationality broadly
forms the ontological basis for all schools of urban thinking; however, despite this, the various
schools of thought that exist today can be significantly distinct from one another. This is
because the epistemological perspective of each school is developed in response to and/or
as a rejection of those of other schools (Parnell and Robinson, 2017). As a result, each school
has fairly divergent understandings of how urban spaces are produced, the challenges faced

by urban spaces, and the possible solutions to these challenges.
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In a recent article, Susan Parnell and Jennifer Robinson (2017) identify a split in approaches,
with one new field being ‘urban studies’ approaches.? The field is composed of a wide range
of initiatives, all with the overlapping desire to ‘treat the geographical differentiation of the
urban effectively’ (Robinson and Parnell, 2018: 23). Parnell and Robinson (2017) explore these
new theorizations under the themes of: 1) searches for theoretical integration in ideas of
planetary urbanisation; 2) ‘differentiation of knowledges’ through ‘strategic regional and
feminist/identity perspectives’; and 3) methodological revisions such as ‘assemblage theory

and comparative urbanism’.

It is within this field of ‘urban studies’, or, critical urban studies, that my research lies, as | look
at the diverse outcomes of locally reconfigured neoliberal strategies of urban renewal in one
suburb. | explore methods for dealing with the intersection of congruence and incongruence
when it comes to the empirical outcomes of localized neoliberal urban renewal strategies in
Braamfontein, in terms of both the desired outcomes laid out within the strategy documents,
and the outcomes typically predicted in academic literature. Thus, it is necessary to explore
recent developments in the field of urban studies, particularly those that critique
universalizing urban theories that assume coherence between the desired outcomes laid out
in urban renewal strategies and the outcomes predicted in academic literature. To this end, |

now turn to recent approaches to southern urbanism (Scott and Storper, 2014).

2 parnell and Robinson (2017) use the term ‘urban studies’ particularly unconventionally in this article —
whereas they use it to refer to a group of different fields of study, including feminist, postcolonial, and
southern urban theories, it is typically used to refer to the field of urban studies as a whole.

13



The epistemological perspective of southern urban theory developed in response to a belief
that most of urban theory is characterized by the ‘prioritization of ideas that speak
predominantly to cities forged by the industrial revolution, the realities of Anglophone parts
of the world, and an associated tendency to overlook the rapidly growing cities where
traditional authority, religious identity, or informality are as central to traditional urban
narratives as the vacillations in modern urban capitalist public society.” (Parnell and Oldfield,
2014: 2). As such, their epistemology holds that all urban environments are unique, and that

research methods and theory must pay careful attention to this. This holds a few key ideas.

Firstly, it emphasizes the importance of geography, specifically in the contextual particularity
of cities (as cases) and the locatedness of theory and the ways in which theory travels to
‘exceed and even transform its geographic origins’ (Roy, 2014). Further, it requires a
‘geographical realignment’ involving the incorporation of ‘multi-sourced and interdisciplinary
material’ developed out of a geographically diverse range of cases (Parnell and Oldfield, 2014:
1), while still paying attention to the inter-place relations that make up the variegated and
dynamic socio-spatial and temporal configurations (Gervais-Lambony, 2014: 357). It also
requires the incorporation of a multiplicity of theoretical styles and methods, research

questions, and political views (Parnell and Oldfield, 2014: 1).

Southern urban scholars argue that there is not a singular ‘urban story’, and thus their goal is
to ‘create linkages between places that hold promise for productive solidarities’ towards
understanding urban outcomes across the world (Derickson, 2015: 651). This requires that
the study of urban spaces identifies and engages ‘new starting points’ of analyses to generate

alternative theorizations and to dislodge and regenerate existing ones (Robinson and Roy,
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2015). To this point, a range of theoretical sensibilities and methodological approaches exist
within southern urban work, including the ‘ordinary city’ (Amin and Graham, 1997; Robinson,
2006), ‘worlding cities’ (Roy and Ong, 2011), ‘provincializing global urbanism’ (Sheppard et
al., 2013), ‘urban assemblages and actor network theory’ (Bender and Farais, 2013), and

‘comparative urbanism’ (Robinson, 2011).

In various ways these approaches address concerns regarding generalizing and universalizing
perspectives that understand urbanisation as a singular process. In the next section, | explore
the debates about planetary urbanisation in contemporary scholarship, particularly those
between staunch advocates of planetary urbanisation (e.g. Jamie Peck, 2015, and Neil
Brenner and Christian Schmid, 2014) and those, mostly the aforementioned southern urban

scholars, who argue that for planetary urbanisation to be useful, it must be reconfigured.

Planetary Urbanisation

Brenner and Schmid (2014) argue that post-colonial and post-structural approaches have
manifested in the creation of fragmented epistemologies and multiple, divergent ontological
assumptions. As a means to resolve this growing trend towards particularism and
essentialism, Brenner and Schmid (2014) propose the planetary urbanisation thesis, as
originally conceived by Henri Lefebvre. As a reflexive epistemological framework that brings
together polarized understandings of places far apart, as well as a characteristic of the
empirical contemporary condition, Brenner and Schmid (2014) argue that planetary

urbanisation should be central to understanding how urbanisation is changing the world.
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While they claim that this proposal does not stand in opposition to post-colonial and post-
structural urban theories, their critiques of these theories - aside from their stance on Ananya
Roy and Aihwa Ong’s (2011) call to provincialize urban studies - largely suggest otherwise,
and, as such, their work has been hotly contested. In responding to these critiques, Brenner
(2018) tries to clarify that planetary urbanisation is but one possible solution to what they
understand to be a realm of diverse possible solutions to understanding the urban. Brenner
(2018) reemphasizes the alignment of the planetary urbanisation thesis with post-colonial
approaches, particularly that of Helga Leitner and Eric Sheppard’s (2016) engaged pluralism,
using it to argue that planetary urbanisation should not be understood as falling under one

simplistic label or being a distinct body of thought.

While in opposition to the empirical possibility of urbanisation as an overarching planetary
process, post-colonial and post-structural approaches to urbanisation do acknowledge the
existence of inter-city flows and the generative possibility of the planetary urbanisation thesis
when it comes to understanding complexity. Such authors include Colin McFarlane (2010),
Parnell and Robinson (2012), and Sheppard et al. (2013). In taking this line of argument, many
authors, including Sheppard et al. (2013) and Peck (2015), reject Brenner’s (2013)
theorization of planetary urbanisation, arguing that it has come to construct urbanisation as
a force that produces locally contextualized instances of globalization and neoliberalism, and
thus has become universalizing. These scholars move away from the original Lefebvrian
conceptualization of planetary urbanism to engage Gayatri C. Spivak’s (2003) notion of
planetarity instead, which keeps open the possibility of understanding the urban through

alterity, and the possibility of the plurality of worlded urbanism.
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Robinson and Roy (2015: 184), working from the southern urbanist canon, similarly propose
that continued engagement with the notion of planetary urbanisation is possible, however,
only when the need for ‘contextually specific yet theoretically reflexive investigations’ is
prioritized and thus urbanisation is seen as ‘historically produced and differentiated’. For this
purpose, Robinson and Roy (2015) suggest that a methodological revision is required, and to
this point they propose Robinson’s reimagined comparativism, a theory that understands the

existence of a multiplicity of interconnections that tie urban outcomes together.

Among those who argue most strongly for the planetary urbanisation thesis is Peck (2015).
Engaging both neo-Lefebvrian political-economy approaches (i.e. Brenner and Schmid, 2014),
and post-colonial and post-structural approaches (i.e. McFarlane, 2010, and Parnell and
Robinson, 2012) to understanding the urban, Peck (2015) tries to show how in various ways
both offer inadequate matrices for the task of understanding contemporary urbanisation.
While none of these approaches actually entirely rejects the theory of planetary urbanisation,
Peck (2015) suggests that only political-economy approaches are characterized by ideas of
planetarity, and that in direct contrast, post-colonial and post-structural approaches are
characterized by particularism. While | am not entirely in agreement with this point, | affirm
Peck’s (2015) line of reasoning that these two approaches, the planetary and particular, are
not incommensurable, and that, in a similar vein to Robinson and Roy (2015), the comparative
methodology can help to bridge this gap. This moreover suggests that Peck (2015) sees the
comparative gesture and the planetary urbanisation theses as intrinsically linked, the former

being constitutive of the latter.
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Before addressing how comparativism informs this research, it must be noted that the ideas
presented above speak directly to the problem this thesis seeks to address, being the
contention between planetary and particular understandings of processes of urban renewal
in general, and local phenomena of urban change in Braamfontein in particular. There are
indeed signs of neoliberal urban renewal processes and outcomes in Braamfontein, that
manifest in the same ways in which they do in northern cities that normally serve as case
studies for neoliberal urban renewal. However, there are also undeniably local urban
processes and outcomes that such studies of neoliberal of urban renewal cannot address
successfully. | use the basic ideas presented in these planetary urbanisation arguments as a
springboard to a grounded study of urban renewal in Braamfontein as a culmination of the
planetary and the particular, through engaging the comparative imagination. As such, the
next section works to situate this research within the body of literature on comparison in

urban studies, the ordinary city approach, and Robinson’s use of the ‘case’.

The Comparative Gesture

This section highlights the nexus of planetary urbanism, comparativism, and the ordinary city,
as it is here where | aim to ground myself theoretically, believing that the contemporary
conditions of Braamfontein are best understood from this vantage point. Comparativism
provides an inherently revisable theoretical space in which cities can at once be understood
as being connected through empirically determinable processes that stretch geographic
boundaries, and as being unique instantiations of local dynamics. This is the idea that frames

my research —that the dynamics found in Braamfontein are a product of connections that the
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space has to wider empirically determinable processes, but which remain unique, and thus

exceeding universalistic theories of urban change, through productive local dynamics.

In concurring with Peck’s (2015) call to stretch the geographic imagination to allow for more
far-reaching urban theory, Robinson (2016) proposes comparativism as a new theoretical
sensibility and methodological revision. Developed in response to a conceptualization of
urban studies that provides accounts of global cities as the ‘loci of world order’ and third
world cities as the loci of ‘poverty, disorder, and informality’, the epistemological basis for
this school of post-structuralist southern urban studies is that the incommensurability of
research on wealthy and poor cities and countries poses a threat to the discipline’s ability to
produce non-binary understandings of urban outcomes across the globe (Robinson, 2014). In
order to produce urban theories that enhance knowledge of the urban by generating ideas
that can be applied across a diversity of spaces, it is also necessary to develop a methodology

for this comparative process.

This methodological shift requires that we move away from comparing cities that are similar,
and rather engage a ‘range of concepts (i.e. worlding, assemblage approaches, political-
economy approaches, etc.) and question their applicability across a range of cases’ (Robinson,
2016). This means we need to see urban theory as precarious and reversible and empirical
referents as inherently unstable. With this established, it is possible for Robinson (2014) to
insist on both the multiplicity of the empirical urban and the multiplicity of the possible
conceptualizations and analyses of it. The result of this, Robinson (2014) hopes, is that urban
studies ultimately develops a new ‘geography of theorizing’. What is clear is that the ordinary

city approach is central to Robinson’s reimagined comparativism; however, it is not yet clear
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how this approach will be used in my attempts to engage comparativism, particularly in

research on the South.

As outlined earlier, the central narrative of southern urban scholarship is that urban studies
privileges the experiences of western, developed cities over others, and that the focus must
now shift to cities of the global south in building theories, if urban theory is going to continue
to be convincing and productive. This call has led to a renewed focus on cities of the south
through an ordinary lens, exploring cities on an individual basis, from the inside, and in a non-
essentializing way. In being a particularly flexible approach, many strands of southern

urbanism engage it in various ways.

For example, African and Asian scholars such as Parnell and Oldfield (2014) and Roy and Ong
(2011), use it in their attempts to produce more expansive theory. It is also used by authors
such as Edgar Pieterse (2008) and Parnell and Robinson (2012) to deconstruct the hierarchy
of cities that exists within urban studies, and thus the ways in which certain urban experiences
have been glossed over. This lens is also intrinsic to Robinson’s attempt to resolve the
divisions between the vastly different approaches employed by urban studies to understand
developed capitalist cities and less developed cities, which subsequently allows for the

comparative tactic to be used (McNeil, 2016: 80).

In adopting an ordinary city lens, Robinson (2014:64) asserts that it is possible for this
reimagined comparativism to further the project of southern urbanism, and that a particularly

useful tactic for this purpose is to engage the case study in conversation with broader
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literature, where the case study is understood as a ‘city, a specific urban phenomenon or
form, or wider circulating urban processes and phenomena’, such as policies and visions. In
doing this, we can reimagine the relationship between cases and concepts in urban studies
so that the theorizations produced are derived from the widest possible range of urban
experiences, thereby creating an emphatically global concept of urban studies (Robinson,

2014).

If this global urban studies is to be responsive to the interconnectedness and unpredictability
of urban outcomes, then the reversibility of urban theories is paramount. In order to allow
for this reversibility, the comparative imagination must insist on a reformatted case that re-
specifies the spatiality and temporality of the urban. By doing this we are better positioned
to draw out the impact that contextual variations, including histories, have on the on

theorizations produced in urban studies (Robinson, 2014).3

Drawing from the epistemological and methodological basis of comparativism, this research
aims to confirm the importance and validity of southern and postcolonial urbanist
approaches, including Robinson’s, through a critical analysis of how interrelated urban
processes interact on the scale of the suburb in a city of the south to produce outcomes that
at once look similar and different to those that have been theorized in the north. This will
ultimately help uncover how local social formations interact with urban processes to alter
outcomes away from what traditional conceptualizations predict. By putting the perspectives

| gained from my grounded research in Braamfontein into conversation with broader

3 It is worth noting that there are many who disagree entirely with the ordinary approach to cities arguing that
it flattens out diversity and difference (e.g. Richard G. Smith, 2013; Peck, 2015; and Donald McNeil, 2016).
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literature and relational and reversible theorizations, this research is an act of comparison
that adopts an ordinary city lens. In this way, | am able to see cities as being interconnected
while remaining unique, and thus | am able to draw from my research a clear relevance

beyond Braamfontein, Johannesburg, and South Africa.

Another important implication of Robinson’s work for my own is her reimagination of a ‘case’,
a formulation. In borrowing on this notion, my research will consider: 1) a range of processes
that stretch beyond the area of Braamfontein, as well as those that stretch irregularly across
the suburb ); 2) the diverse array of social and spatial forms that emerge within a single urban
setting; and, 3) the repeated instances and circulating phenomena within Braamfontein’s
multiple management regimes, thereby drawing distinctly differentiated urban outcomes
across the suburb into the same framework of analysis. To this last point, Braamfontein seems
to be a fitting case, as the lack of uniform outcomes for similar regimes of management
suggests that what constitutes this urban space is a range of dynamics over and above urban
renewal, and as such points to the need to embrace relational and revisable
conceptualizations in trying to understand Braamfontein in particular, and the urban in

general.

Neoliberalism

For the purpose of this research, neoliberalism will be understood through Ugo Rossi’s (2016)
account, which, drawing on Michel Foucault, describes neoliberalism as both a ‘political
philosophy’ and an ‘art of governance’. It looks also to James Ferguson (2010: 166), who

defines neoliberalism as both an ‘art of governance’ and a ‘class-based ideological project’,
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where the former refers to the set of doctrinal neoliberal elements developed in the 1980s in
response to the failures of Keynesian economic policy and the 1973 oil crisis that triggered
the subsequent stock market crash, including ‘the deregulation of state control over industry,
assaults on organized labour, the reduction of corporate taxes, the downsizing and/or
privatization of services and assets, the dismantling of welfare programmes, the
enhancement of international capital mobility, [and] the intensification of interlocal
competition’ (Peck et al., 2009). These elements include increased police action, intensified
security measures against ethnic minorities, and a ‘déja vu of the austerity policies’

experienced during the Thatcher and Reagan periods (Rossi, 2016: 208).

Further, as a class-based ideological project, Ferguson (2010) understands neoliberalism as
the ideological valorisation of free trade, flexible labour, and active individualism, in both
institutional forms and political action (Peck and Tickell, 2002). In this sense neoliberalism is
understood to have become so pervasive that it is now sustained not only by governments,
economists, and the like, but also by cultural producers, like artists and writers. (Ferguson,
2010). Pierre Bourdieu and Loic Wacquant (2001) extend this by arguing that neoliberalism is
so ubiquitous and culturally ingrained that it has informed the ‘cultural revolution’ (an idea

that | will return to later) as much as it has the economic one.

Rossi (2016) highlights how any understanding of the impacts of neoliberalism is deeply
affected by the scale of analysis. As such, cities and the ways in which they have been
impacted by neoliberalism offer a valuable vantage point from which to ‘understand the
complexities and intricacies of contemporary neoliberal economies’. In this, Rossi (2016)

refers to the ‘urbanisation of neoliberalism’, which are the long-term characteristics of
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capitalist cities, particularly the growth imperative, expanding consumption, and the
commodification of housing, that have become central features of the neoliberal era and, as
such, significant aspects of post-Fordist capitalist restructuring and development (Rossi, 2016:
211). The global neoliberal economic turn and its impact on cities is extensively documented

(Peck and Tickell, 2002; Saad-Filho and Johnston, 2005; Harvey, 2007; Ferguson, 2010).

Tore Sager’s (2011) work, which outlined the characteristics of neoliberal policy planning
between 1990 and 2010 through a globally reaching literature review, is useful here in
specifying what long-term characteristics Rossi (2016) is referring to. The 14 characteristics
subsequently identified were grouped under headings according to the areas of urban
development they influence, those being ‘urban economic development’, ‘infrastructure
provision’, ‘management of commercial areas’, and ‘housing and neighbourhood renewal’
(Sager, 2011: 152). Within these groups, Sager (2011) cites various neoliberal policies, of
which some are more or less relevant to this research, including ‘city marketing’, ‘urban
development by attracting the creative class’, ‘economic development incentives’, ‘public-
private partnerships’, ‘public private zones and flexible zoning’, ‘property-led urban
regeneration’, ‘privatization of public spaces and sales-boosting exclusion’, ‘gentrification’,

and ‘privately governed and secured neighbourhoods.” (Sager, 2011: 152).*

In the present research this outline will be used to assess the extent to which the renewal
regimes that operate in Braamfontein reflect neoliberalism, albeit in a way that is

reconfigured by local rationalities, and the discussion that follows will be attentive to the

4 While Sager’s (2011) research is not the most recent, it has not dated, as the planning policies they identify
are abundantly evident in planning policy today, and as such, in literature on urban renewal.
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interconnections that exist between cities of the South like Johannesburg and the cities which
these policies are conventionally associated with, such as New York and London. While these
policies could be read as imported rather than homegrown, authors like Robinson (2003),
Peyroux (2006), and Sophie Didier et al. (2012) show, by drawing on recent local policy
mobilities, that we must not think of neoliberalism’s urban regimes, such as CIDs, creative
urban renewal strategies, and tech-driven urban development, as imported and imposed
blueprints, but rather as carefully selected policies that have been reconfigured by
homegrown rationalities. Of these neoliberal characteristics and local mobilizations, the
practice of urban ‘housing and neighbourhood renewal’, particularly in the form of urban
renewal, is the primary focus of this research. The section below reviews this body of

literature.

Urban Renewal

According to Peter Roberts (2017) all theories of urban change start with the consideration
of a single interest, which, in the case of urban renewal, would be derived from concerns
regarding the practice of urban renewal itself. These concerns may be economic, social, or
environmental, with a focus on things like housing markets, displacement, culture,
environmental sustainability, policy, planning, and many more. Literature on urban renewal,
where a vast number of research priorities exist, from the nature of the renewal policy itself
to cultural changes that occurred as a result of renewal, exemplifies this well. It is often found
that there is a great degree of similarity between theory and practice in urban renewal

literature. While this body of work is important as it has been foundational to the
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development of much local literature, | keep with a southern urbanist perspective that takes

seriously local literature, and thus turn directly to South African research now.

In Johannesburg, debates around urban renewal are active. As noted, the debates fall into
various camps. One camp favours CIDs, including work such as Peyroux (2006), Alain
Dubresson (2008), Murray (2011), Didier et al. (2012, 2013), Matsipa (2014). This body of
work tends to focus on the origins of the CID as a tool of urban renewal, pointing particularly
towards the developed, western cities in which they initially emerged, as well as their impact
on the far-flung spaces in which they are implemented. Largely, CIDs are understood as
neoliberal and entrepreneurial planning tools, with the capacity to be mutated and produce
modalities that suit the environments in which they are implemented (Miraftab, 2007; Didier
etal., 2013). Furthermore, research tends to focus on how well or poorly this tool is adopted

into the Johannesburg urban landscape (Didier et al., 2013).

Another body of research on renewal focuses on the inner city. This work prioritizes the
complexity and multiplicity of instances of urban renewal in Johannesburg, where the diverse
sets of developmental goals and practices produce a specifically “vernacular” process — one
that is rather more homegrown and aligned with local development goals than the
aforementioned camp ascribes to. Authors include Robinson (2003), who attempts to dispel
a divided approach to cities as worthy or unworthy of inquiry, by turning to the Johannesburg
CBD and showing how it is a space of multiple influences and thus how it exists as multiple
things at once; Mosselson (2017: 1281), who writes about the phenomenon of ‘vernacular
regeneration’, where private sector regeneration in Johannesburg is characterized by a

‘multiplicity of goals and practices’, such that it gives rise to an urban process that does not
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fit comfortably into pregiven analytical frameworks; and Mfaniseni F. Sihlongonyane (2015),
who works through the conundrum of neoliberalism versus developmentalism in urban

planning in Johannesburg through the use of the world-class city title.

Further area-specific work includes that on township renewal, the Maboneng precinct, and
Braamfontein. The work on townships as urban spaces is extremely large and complex. When
the focus is turned to township renewal, common themes include township tourism/urban
tourism (Rogerson, 2004; Booyens, 2010) and the renewal of townships as a part of the
country-wide Urban Renewal Programme in the Mbeki-era (Donaldson and Du Plessis, 2013;
Siyongwana and Mayekiso, 2011). In the Maboneng case, relevant work includes that by
Myambo (2018), who critiques this inner-city development precinct for its exclusionary
nature and displacing impact in relation to the working class suburbs that surround it;
Shannon Walsh (2013), who writes about Maboneng as an instance of gentrification, and
explores the idea of the right to the city from the position of the white middle-class
suburbanite; and James J. Gregory (2016), who explores the development as an example of

the powerful force creative industries have on urban planning policy.

In Braamfontein’s case, work includes that of Laura Burocco (2013), who explores
Braamfontein as a possible example of similar regeneration initiatives in global cities,
concluding that it only partly fits this model; Didier et al. (2013) who examine Braamfontein
as a part of their analysis of instantiations of South African CIDs cited above; Unarine
Kwashaba (2017), who examines Braamfontein as an example of the creative city planning
approach; and Gregory and Christian M. Rogerson (2019), who explore the impact of

studentification in Braamfontein.
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What is evident here is that the themes centred in South African literature on urban renewal
do indeed focus on some of the neoliberal urban processes identified by Sager (2011). These
include gentrification, displacement, culture and creativity led renewal, privately governed
and secured neighbourhoods, and more. Because these themes were strongly reflected in the
renewal initiatives that operate in Braamfontein, it is necessary to briefly review this

literature.

Creative-led Strategies of Renewal

It was as early as the 1980s, a time when the global context was marked by ‘interurban
competition’, that cities started using their ‘heritage and cultural endowments’ to attract
investments, and thus when culture became entwined into the ‘logic and circuit of
valorisation’ in cities as a result (Rossi, 2016: 215). It is argued that neoliberalism enabled this
‘cross-national mobility of urban development patterns’ in general, and in turn, ‘allowed for
creativity to become a global policy narrative mobilized by policy makers and administrators
in order to create consensus around newly proposed or already existing urban regeneration

initiatives around the globe’ in particular (Rossi, 2016: 215).

The neoliberal emphasis on culture and creativity in urban renewal has been adopted by
politicians and the political-economic elite alike and integrated into public discourse and has
subsequently spawned ‘wannabe’ creative cities and neighbourhoods all over the world

(Rossi, 2016: 215). The mapping of this trend derives primarily from the work of Richard
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Florida (2002a) on cities and the creative class and speaks strongly to a trend in city-making

where policy is often derived from urban theory (i.e. global or world cities).?

It is important to explore the diverse ways in which these culture-led initiatives emerge. Rossi
(2016) notes a focus on festivals and events being offered as a way to enjoy the ‘vibrancy of
city life’. Another is in the use of titles for the city or suburb, especially those that convey
cultural value (Kong, 2007; Dupont, 2011; Rogers and Darcy, 2014; Rossi, 2016). Both of these
are evident among the various regeneration initiatives emerging in Braamfontein,
highlighting what should be seen as: 1) the impact neoliberalism has had in popularizing the
centrality of culture to policy initiatives; and 2) what elements of culture, or, what cultural
artefacts, are valuable in the context of Braamfontein as a suburb in Johannesburg, an African
city; and 3) how urban policies that originated elsewhere become reconfigured to produce

homegrown elements that vastly exceed neoliberal readings.

In the space(s) where the kind of creativity illustrated in these initiatives’ discourse is most
evident in Braamfontein, there is a distinct look, feel, and narrative of gentrification.
Gentrification is also a recurring feature of the close relationship it shares to urban renewal
in academic literature, in general, and in Braamfontein specifically. The following section

briefly reviews international and local literature on gentrification.

Gentrification

5> According to Florida (2003: 290), the creative class is composed of talented and creative professionals ‘who
work in knowledge-based occupations in high-tech sectors, financial services, the legal and health-care
professions, and business management’, as well as a ‘super-creative core’ including artists and designers. The
notion of the ‘creative class’ will be elaborated in Chapter 4 of this thesis.
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Generally, in literature, gentrification is largely understood as the displacement of working-
class residents by private or state-led urban renewal initiatives, as the phenomenon was
originally conceptualized by Ruth Glass in 1964.% Neil Smith (1987) later made a significant
contribution to this literature, from a distinctly production-side lens, with his ‘rent-gap thesis’.
A more recent definition that | find encompasses the multiple facets of gentrification

particularly well is that of Perez (2004: 139) who describes gentrification as:

an economic and social process whereby private capital (real estate firms, developers)
and individual homeowners and renters reinvest in fiscally neglected neighbourhoods
through housing rehabilitation, loft conversions, and the construction of new housing
stock. Unlike urban renewal, gentrification is a gradual process, occurring one building
at a time, slowly reconfiguring the neighbourhood landscape of consumption and
residence by displacing poor and working-class residents unable to afford to live in
‘revitalized’ neighbourhoods with rising rents, property taxes, and new businesses

catering to an upscale clientele.

What is clear in the significantly different definitions provided by Glass (1964) and Perez
(2004) is that the process of gentrification has mutated over time, and thus in its recent
conceptualizations, there is a strong focus on the nature of this mutation and what this means
for theory (Zukin, 1995; Atkins, 2002; Lees, 2003; Visser, 2003; Davidson and Lees, 2005; Lees
et al., 2015). Key concerns include the initiators of the process, the environment in which

these processes take place, and the specific aspect of the environment that they influence.

® Glass (1964) did not define the process per se, but described as a process that unfolds when middle class-
individuals move into working-class areas, thereby displacing the working class and changing the social
character of the space.
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Closely in line with the planetary urbanisation thesis, Loretta Lees et al. (2016) proposes that
gentrification too can be seen as planetary in its new-found global reach. As in the planetary
urbanisation thesis, the planetary gentrification thesis argues that society in general needs to
be more cognisant of the variety of ways in which global events or processes unfold locally
and how this relates to events and processes happening elsewhere. As such, while planetary
gentrification holds a few key characteristics central to the process of gentrification, including
(re)investment into the secondary circuit of capital (real estate) and displacement, the thesis
requires that researchers step back from the Euro-American assumptions that previously
dominated the field and look towards the specificity of an instantiation of gentrification,

particularly in southern cities.

This research is not alone in this endeavour, as recently many Southern or post-colonial
scholars have set out to show that gentrification does not always result in the physical
displacement of lower-income residents. Instead, gentrification can initiate a variety of forms
of displacement, ranging from cultural displacement and a changing sense of belonging to the
displacement of retail offerings (as exemplified in this research) (Shaw and Sullivan, 2011:
Sullivan and Shaw, 2011; Gonzales and Wayley, 2012; Hyra, 2015; Janoschka and Sequera,

2015).

While my research centres upon urban renewal rather than gentrification, both academic and
journalistic literature, on Braamfontein claims that gentrification is unfolding in the suburb,
and as such, it would be remiss not to engage this point of view. Furthermore, while my work

does not specifically analyse the suburb in terms of who has been displaced and why, my field
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research did show the possibility of displacement in the future, mostly, however, with
potential to affect retailers rather than residents. Should this take place, it is important to
understand that while the resident base in Braamfontein has remained stable, being
dominated by students, displacement is possible in other realms of the environment and
could have serious knock-on effects, such as displacing the customer base of retailers in the

area.

Conclusion

What this chapter aimed to do is to locate the reader within the academic debates that the
findings of this research are in conversation with. Starting by identifying the epistemological
perspective this research adopts, this chapter explored the leading debates in urban studies,
aligning with southern urbanism and a planetary outlook. Thereafter, it examined a move
among southern urbanists towards the ordinary city approach and comparativism, and in
particular Robinson’s reconceptualization of the case in a reimagination of comparison.
Finally, the chapter’s attention shifted to research on the development of neoliberalism and
zoomed in on its relation to urban development and urban change, particularly culture-led
strategies of urban renewal and gentrification. The findings of this research speak to this
literature, serving loosely as a case study, which exemplified how this thinking applies

practically.
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Chapter 2: Research Methods

The research for this thesis has used a mixed methodological approach (Johnson et al., 2007)
and was conducted in two phases, one predominantly quantitative, and the other
predominantly qualitative. In line with this, | conducted a land-use mapping exercise during
my first phase, which | believed would give me a sufficiently grounded sense of my research
site as a whole, fundamental to site-specific qualitative research exercises carried out later.
In this process | took to the streets and noted every single street level unit | came across on a

map. Afterwards, | entered all this data into a spreadsheet.

Because the nature or use of a space was not necessarily indicated in the name of the
establishment, it became apparent that | would have to sort these into relevant categories.
What followed was a process of establishing categories that were legible to various registers
of usage, but which that still operated at the same level. | found that in each attempt at
categorization, certain sets of data became less legible while others were highlighted. |
therefore identified three separate schemes of categorization, each with its own strengths
and weaknesses. These three are: ’specific type’, ‘land use type’, and ‘taxonomy’.” This data
was used to produce the charts and tables in Chapter 4, and was used to create an empirical
overview of the ways in which the land is used in each zone. Through this process of

categorization, it became apparent that this research would not be valuable if it focused solely

7 ‘Specific type’ is an observational categorization, where units are identified based on my interpretation of
their most obvious purpose. This data is highly legible for those using this research but is too fine-grained to
provide a useful overview of Braamfontein. Both ‘land use type’ and ‘taxonomy’ were established in an
attempt to address this issue. The ‘land use type’ categorization indicates what type of institution exists at
street level, in the broadest possible terms. In some cases, however, these terms were too broad to be a useful
indication of what was actually happening on the street level. As such, the ‘taxonomy’ categorization breaks
the former down further, seeking to create higher resolution categorizations but still in terms of the land-use
rubric.
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on the retailscape, as retail did not necessarily dominate the ways in which the land was used,

and thus | extended my focus to the elements comprising the streetscape as a whole.?

After establishing a sense of the streetscape composition of the entire suburb, | set out to
learn more about the frames of governance, forms of sociality, and aesthetics found there.
This was done through qualitative research methods, including ethnographic observations,
key informant interviews, and documentary analysis at the sub-suburb and suburb scale.
Because it would not be viable to carry out this kind research throughout the suburb, | made
a strategic selection of specific sites for this phase before heading into ‘the field’. | established

five ‘zones’ within the suburb.

| drew the criteria for defining these zones from the overarching purpose of this research,
which is to complicate and further the understanding we have of Braamfontein as a site of
urban renewal. These zones thus encompass areas that | believe: 1) represent concentrations
of important/influential land use trends in the area; 2) represent commonly held
(mis)conceptions of the area; 3) speak to the proposed developmental trajectories of the
area; and 4) provide insights into the vast range of land use types and their resultant dynamics

in the area. The five zones are shown on the map below.

8 All the units at street-level make up the streetscape.
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Figure 1 Zonal map of Braamfontein, Johannesburg (Taken from Google Maps and manipulated by

Thereafter | began participant observation. | spent an average of 1-2 hours a day out in various

zones over a three-month period, during which time | logged a total of 40 hours of fieldwork.
| would sit, stand, or walk around, in various inconspicuous spots | had selected in each zone,
and take notes of everything | saw. The kinds of things | paid attention to included: who
worked in the area or in particular establishments, who frequented these establishments,

who was passing through, who was lingering, and the manner in which these actions were

done.’ On many occasions during this process | was approached by people who either worked

there, generally either informally or illegally, or, came to these places to socialize.

During this time, | conducted un-structured, conversation-style interviews with people in

various parts of the suburb. While | conducted only four interviews in this way, | found that

the conversations | had during my participant observation were equally useful. | wrote up my

notes of these conversations as soon afterwards as possible. Towards the end of this process
during my time of exploring the area.

91t would have been ideal at this point in my fieldwork to take photographs to support descriptions of each of
these zones. However, due to safety concerns, unfortunately | could not carry a camera or phone with me
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| started conducting online research into the different management regimes that operate
across Braamfontein. While doing this | quickly realized that the information that was
available online was problematic. Consequently, | set out to identify and interview people
who worked with these various initiatives. For these telephonic interviews, of which there
were two, | prepared specific questions regarding the parties involved and the scope of the
initiatives, and gave the interviewee the opportunity to talk openly about Braamfontein, the

initiatives, and their opinions about both.1°

10 Gijven the busy schedules of those who | set out to interview, it was only possible to conduct these
interviews telephonically.

36



Chapter 3: Braamfontein — Shifting Context and Institutional Drivers

Robinson’s (2011: 65) adoption of Walter Benjamin’s challenge to thinking through the idea
of modernity in her approach to comparison encourages a way of thinking that analytically
draws together ‘elements from cities and places distant in both time and space, with leaps of
explanation reaching both back in time, as well as across to other places, to constitute the
imminent interpretive space-time of globalizing urbanism’. This historical method thus insists
on the empirical multiplicity of interrelated urban outcomes, and therefore the possibility of
multiple conceptualizations of the urban (Robinson, 2011). My logic follows that
Braamfontein should be read as a constellation of the past and present; of various actors and
social systems; of various spaces; and of large- and small-scale regimes of governance and the

ideas that inform them, both local and from elsewhere.

What follows is a discussion of the primary drivers of the spatial interventions implemented
in Braamfontein. These include history as a driver as well as the different contemporary
institutional drivers and their various initiatives. These range from municipal urban
development agencies such as the Johannesburg Development Agency (JDA), to private urban
development firms, such as Play Braamfontein. These actors and initiatives were identified
based on the seemingly significant role they play in the suburb as well as their profile in
scholarship. | focus on how their various initiatives came about, the ideas on which they are
based, and how they have been interpreted in recent academic literature, as drawn from
Braamfontein scholarship, interviews and desktop research. This chapter thus acts to situate

the reader in both time and place but also to make initial analytical attempt at understanding
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the contemporary conditions of Braamfontein, through engaging existing scholarship and

discourse analysis.

The Motors of History

Braamfontein’s history is nested firmly in the history of the development of the Johannesburg
CBD, dating back before the discovery of gold in the Witwatersrand, as farmlands near one of
the few fresh water supplies in the area (Latilla, 2014). Once gold was discovered,
Braamfontein was officially declared an extension of Johannesburg and by the mid-1890s it
had grown into a busy middle-class Afrikaans suburb (Burocco, 2014; Latilla, 2014). This
growth came to a screeching halt in 1896 when a dynamite explosion destroyed the suburb.
However, the subsequent reconstruction was swift and well-funded, and Braamfontein was

seemingly fully functioning again within five years (Latilla, 2014; Burocco, 2014).

Jumping forward to the early 1950s, Braamfontein followed in the wake of the Johannesburg
CBD’s economic building boom, with the construction of high grade office blocks and five
bridges between it and the CBD, intended to better connect the CBD to the white northern
suburbs, where the CBD's consumers and white-collar workers lived.!! This ‘boom’ that
occurred in Braamfontein is also attributed to the early patterns of decentralization outwards
from the CBD, compounded with the Council’s relocating many of its offices from the CBD

into a centralised complex on Braamfontein Hill, and the zoning of additional stands for

11 One might note that there is roughly a 50-year gap in the history here. This is because history books have
skimmed over this period entirely (Beavon, 2004; Burocco, 2014; Latilla, 2014). It is not clear if this is because
the suburb progressed linearly as a suburb and so there nothing noteworthy to write about, or if it was
because of someth