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Report on 2017 Annual postgraduate training workshop hosted 

by CUBES 
19-22 June, Wits Club, West Campus, Wits University 

 

Core project team: 
DUT:     Supervisors: Prof Monique Marks, Dr Kira Erwin, Dr Nomkhosi Gama,  

   PhD Students: Tanya Dayaram, Lindsay Bush, Doung Jahangeer 

Uni Venda: Supervisors: Dr James Chakwazira, Dr Emaculate Ingwani 

   PhD Students: Frank Moffatt 

Wits:    Supervisors: Dr Gerald Chungu, Prof Marie Huchzermeyer, Dr Ariane Janse van Rensburg, Prof Sarah      

   Charlton 

   PhD Students: Temba Middelmann, David Duma, Simon Mayson (via Skype) 

 

This report compiled by Temba Middelmann with assistance from Tanya Dayaram and Simon Mayson. Photographs by 

Temba Middelmann. 

 

 

This workshop was the first annual meeting of the team for the NRF funded PhD project 

focused on Resilience and Spatial Justice in South Africa’s Built Environment: Generating 

interdisciplinary transformative knowledge through PhD supervision. It was an exciting and 

valuable week of progress and engagement between students, supervisors, and a fantastic 

variety of visiting lecturers, academics and urban practitioners. Energetically it was a huge 

boost for the project, and sharing our ideas with each other felt beneficial for everyone 

involved, leaving everyone with plenty of material and actions to move forward with. 

19 June 

The first day of the workshop was focused on the students and their working research ideas. 

All were at slightly different stages of their respective proposals, but the presentations were 

all informative and interesting, and prompted valuable discussions. While the focus was on 

receiving feedback from a broader variety of people than just one’s own supervisor, on the 

day each presentation and subsequent questions and conversations were useful for everyone 

involved. As such, it was fitting that the day was ended by trying to draw out some of the 

common threads that tied the different project proposals both with each other and with the 

theme of the project as a whole. While many of the students were more directly concerned 

with spatial justice in various ways, David Duma’s presentation on waste management in 

higher education institutions reminded some of us that urban resilience is also a key concept. 

In this way, the students – all with different academic and professional backgrounds ranging 

from art to architecture to social science – encouraged each other to think more broadly about 
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their topics, aided by the generous and thoughtful insight of the supervisors and other 

participants in the workshop. The discussion was enriched by inputs from visitors including 

Dr Brian Boshoff, as well as Jhono Bennet from UJ and the 1-to-1 Agency of Engagement.  

There were several key points and themes that tied different aspects of each students project 

to the others, some of which were drawn out and emphasized in the group discussion at the 

end of the day. Art, creativity and dialogue came up as a methods or tools for bridging the 

gap between the intellectual and the emotional, bringing a variety of parties together in some 

form of common understanding. As such, students will be looking at important planning 

documents as part of a way of framing research. It was fascinating and exciting to learn more 

about how each student found their way to their respective research ideas, and the personal 

paths and interests that brought people to this point. In addition to the importance of the 

ethereal and personal, we collectively agreed that material factors, and empirical research is 

important. Unsettling binary thinking was another idea that came up, especially in relation to 

understandings of informal and formal, but also in several other respects. It was great to have 

a genuine trans-disciplinary approach coming from the different members of the cohort, 

especially given the collective dedication to understanding and fighting for spatial justice and 

urban resilience.  

Overall the feedback for the first day was very positive. From the students there were some 

calls for more networking/ mingling time, but presentations were enjoyed and gave people a 

better sense of each other’s work and the project themes. Generally students felt that the 

feedback and constructive engagement was very useful. Students and staff alike appreciated 

the disciplinary mix in the project cohort, and the level of interest and activity around each 

topic was excellent. 

   

Doung Jahangeer, Lindsay Bush & Moffat Frank presenting to an engaged audience. 

20 June 



 

 

3 

 

Day 2 saw the workshop turn more directly to theory and literature, and was an enlightening 

day with several excellent presentations interspersed with rich conversation around particular 

readings, theories and bodies of literature. It was started with short presentation by each 

student around four readings that they have found useful in thinking through their research 

so far. Following this, Richard Ballard from the GCRO gave an excellent talk based on three 

articles he has authored which focus on the literature of development and how this discourse 

positions the poor. The presentation itself was rich with information and material, and 

prompted a great discussion with focus on surplus populations and their relationships to the 

so-called formal economy, issues of inclusion and autonomy, a cursory application of this 

theory to spatial issues in South African cities, as well as linking these ideas through looking 

at government accountability on the one hand, and the agency of ordinary people on the other.  

Following on from the discussion, each supervisor in the cohort presented on one reading out 

of the selection by the students. It was great for the students to have the more experienced 

academics share their engagement with particular aspects of the literature, and opened our 

minds to new strands of literature of value to respective projects. Also, it was helpful to hear 

in-depth engagement with some of the more densely theoretical literature to help clarify 

certain concepts. Large parts of the discussion dealt with how to understand and theorise 

issues of informality more responsibly and clearly as well as avoiding an emphasis on 

rhetoric. The cohort was collectively grateful for the input and experience of Prof. Alan 

Mabin. 

To close off the day, we were lucky to be joined by Prof. Marius Pieterse from the Wits 

School of Law titled The right to the city, participatory democracy and the socio-economic 

rights jurisprudence of the South African Constitutional Court. His presentation was very 

rich with material, and the students appreciated his approach to the discussion, in which he 

was modest about the nuances and complexities of some of the issues in question, while at 

the same time showing his wide-ranging and in-depth knowledge on critical topics for this 

research project as a whole. It was fantastic to see some of the thinking around the concept of 

the right to the city applied so thoughtfully in a South African context. The questions and 

discussion following the talk extended this in a most valuable way, including Prof Patrick 

Bond’s provocation to ‘be more political’ and to focus on the commons. 
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The feedback on the second day was slightly more mixed, and while most found the 

presentations – both by students and staff – and parts of the discussion useful, there were 

some suggestions that the discussion was allowed to meander too freely. As such, there was a 

feeling that some of the students would have appreciated more structured discussion around 

the key project themes as well as focused discussion on methods, literature reviews, and 

techniques for getting the most out of the literature. Some of the suggestions also included 

more forceful facilitation to draw out greater nuance from the debates, and others thought 

group work might allow for more detailed engagement with key topics.  

   

Dr Richard Ballard fielding a question; group discussion; presentation from Prof Marius Pieterse. 

21 June 

On Wednesday our attention was turned to research methodologies. The students all spoke 

briefly about both intended methods and how to frame their research. These ideas were 

collectively worked through as a team which was helpful in thinking through some 

practicalities of research and how these would impact respective projects and tie up with 

research ideas.  Next we had a very useful and interesting presentation from Dr Nomkhosi 

Gama on gaining access to difficult sites, staying safe in the field, and how to deal with some 

of the complex dynamics of doing research on the ground. Dr Kira Erwin, also from the DUT 

supervisory cohort, then presented on the politicization of space, looking at how political 

issues manifest spatially on different levels, from the macro- to the inter-personal. Dr Ariane 

Janse van Rensburg’s presentation on research design was well received by all particularly as 

it exposed her personal journey through a PhD and the methodological dilemmas and 

decisions this entailed. Her visualization of how to design and represent research was 

enlightening and very useful going forward. The day was also enriched by an inspiring talk 

by Dr Teresa Dirsuweit from Unisa, who led a discussion of Lefebvrian theory on 

understanding space, with a particular focus on rhythmanalysis, which invigorated the cohort. 

Prof Sarah Charlton’s subsequent presentation on thinking through the case study as a 

research model was very useful to the students in working out how to deal with issues like 
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boundedness, generalizing from particular case material, and what to think about when 

selecting cases.  

While the feedback was mostly very positive for the day, there were several suggestions that 

the days were a bit too long and intense, and might helpfully be broken up with time for 

mingling and networking. However, despite calls for shorter days, there was also a demand 

for more to be included, such as more group work and more time spent focusing on the 

individual projects of students. Overall, the day was very useful for the students to think 

through their own methods, and the reflections of staff on their own research methodologies 

was very valuable.  

   

Prof Ariane Janse van Rensburg presenting; lively discussion; Dr Teresa Dirsuweit presenting. 

22 June 

While the final day of the workshop was initially billed as a mini-writing workshop, with 

limited time, students at different stages, and some important things left to discuss, the 

consensus was to allow the discussion to meander across topics that were collectively agreed 

to be in need of further unpacking. Rather than actually practicing writing, the focus was 

instead on a general discussion of how to approach different aspects of the writing, how to 

link methods and theory, and what the respective expectations were from the students in 

terms of supervisory relationships. It was great to have a day where people could share some 

of their personal experiences of research and writing, and was comforting for the students as 

they embark on a long project with a great cohort and support structures.  

There was also a group exercise in mind-mapping, which was helpful in getting students to 

think through the links between different parts of their projects as well as between methods, 

theory and epistemology. One of the themes that came out was the personal nature of the 

writing process. While the support structures set up during this workshop are important, and 

the collaborative nature of the project as a whole is valuable to all involved, the way different 
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people process ideas and practice writing is in some ways unique. The final day of the 

workshop allowed sharing of such experience, and the overlaps between different approaches 

were useful to draw out. As such, most of us (including some of the more senior academics), 

felt a bit less daunted going forward, and all of us were energized by an excellent, intensive 

week together. 

Students generally found the discussion on supervision expectations and writing methods 

very useful. Some members of staff and students would have liked to have some sessions 

dedicated to writing practice, though others were happy with sticking to discussions. All 

appreciated the flexibility of the workshop to accommodate what people felt was still 

required. There were several suggestions to include smaller group sessions, as well as free 

discussions and reflection time which might help with such long and intensive days. More 

generally, everyone found the food and venue to be wonderful and all were grateful to the 

Wits Club. The workshop as a whole was greatly valued, and all attendees found the support 

and network to be fantastic, which could be consolidated through a writing retreat. Finally, 

there was a lot of gratitude for Marie's organisation and management of the energies through 

the week.  

 

Workshop attendees all together.  


