
1 
 

Workshop Report – NRF Project on Urban Resilience and Spatial Justice 

University of Venda /Graceland Lodge – 8-12 July 2019 

Core project team: 

DUT:     Supervisors: Prof. Monique Marks, Dr Kira Erwin, Dr Nomkhosi Gama,  

   PhD Students: Tanya Dayaram, Lindsay Bush, Doung Jahangeer (absent with apology) 

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

   PhD Students: Frank Moffatt, Wendy Tsoriyo 

Wits: Supervisors: Dr Gerald Chungu, Prof. Marie Huchzermeyer (absent with apology), Prof. Ariane Janse van 

Rensburg, Prof. Sarah Charlton    

PhD Students: Temba Middelmann, Simon Mayson 

 

 It was a privilege to have most of the group together again 

Day 1 

The core team for this project, having had yearly workshops since 2017, were excited to meet up 

again for our third and final cohort workshop. There was a positive energy in Thohoyandou and 

everyone was looking forward to the week ahead. Following a brief catch-up, apologies for 

absences, and a discussion around the programme, the students dove straight into presenting 

progress on their work. While at slightly different stages, generally students were able to present 

some findings and initial analysis with a view to how this related to current writing concerns. Tanya 

started the proceedings with an update on her research on informal home businesses in Durban, 

sharing with us her challenge and aim to thread relevant theory and spatial justice concerns through 

the thesis. 
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Next was Lindsay, who spoke about her research into high-rise residential life, also in Durban. She 

also raised the challenge of getting a consistent thread of argumentation running through the full 

thesis, which linked to a concern around what data would be necessary for the thesis, and what 

could be left out. Moffat shared some of his detailed quantitative data and mapping on 

transformation in Polokwane, demonstrating strong progress, and sharing with us his shift towards 

the qualitative analysis for his study. Wendy presented next, articulating some of the complexity of 

her research into street-spaces of small rural towns. The dynamic uses and diversity of users make 

unpacking spatial justice implications to be a fascinating and complicated challenge.  

Simon updated us on his progress on two fronts – firstly in terms of the exciting projects he has 

initiated as part of his action research project in inner-city Johannesburg, and secondly in terms of 

his thesis writing journey. Also speaking on Johannesburg’s inner-city, Temba presented his initial 

attempt at applying a Lefebvrian model of space to his case studies, and received some helpful 

feedback in terms of restructuring his chapter ideas to be more straightforward. As had happened in 

2018’s workshop, there was a general sense that all the students had made strong progress, with all 

of them making significant inroads into analysis and thesis writing. The students also appreciated the 

opportunity to be in a new space – physically and mentally – to bring new perspective on their work. 

The cohort altogether agreed that it was exciting and felt valuable to have the chance to meet again 

and share this time together. As another year has been spent with a collective focus on spatial 

justice, the cohort as a whole continues to learn from each other and generate important new 

knowledge on the project themes. 

Day 2 

On day 2 we were invited by Prof. Chakwizira and Dr. Ingwani to the University of Venda campus for 

a session on qualitative data analysis. Dr Erwin gave an incredibly stimulating presentation on 

analysing data from the Narratives of Home research project of which she was an important part. 

The presentation grounded a lively discussion amongst the cohort as well as other students from 

university of Venda, and was greatly enriching to all the students. It was also a great chance for 

those from Wits and DUT to see the university campus.  

 

Staff and students from Univen were graciously welcoming 
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In the afternoon session, we moved into central Thohoyandou, where Wendy led us on a tour of the 

CBD, including one key street-space case studies. It was fantastic for the visitors to experience the 

town, and an especially valuable visit given the inputs from Wendy around key processes and 

dynamics in the street. The variety of perspectives from different cohort members also gave Wendy 

a fresh take on some aspects of her project. It was an exciting afternoon, and was appreciated by all 

as an excellent, grounded learning experience, both in terms of Wendy’s research, but also in terms 

of the broader project themes.  

 

Wendy leading us around town 

Day 3 

We began the third day with discussion on personal approaches to the writing process. It was lively, 

with some nervous energy as we prepared ourselves to get stuck into writing. Prof. Charlton then led 

a red-line writing session in which we agreed to switch off our phones and Wi-Fi for at least two 

hours to practice deep focus on writing. Soon people settled into their work, so much so that it took 

quite some time to get people out of work mode and ready for lunch. The break started up some 

good conversations, which were fruitfully continued in a visit to the beautiful botanical gardens. We 

split up into smaller groups and pairs to have focussed discussions around particular challenges and 

opportunities. After this, we returned to the conference venue and people settled quickly back into 

their writing rhythms, making some good progress in the atmosphere of inspiration before the 

project team went out for an enjoyable collective dinner.  
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The botanical gardens provided a beautiful change of scenery 

Day 4  

The final day of the workshop continued in the vein of writing. We began with a fruitful morning of 

writing progress, as well as a productive session led by Prof. van Rensburg on writing journal articles, 

which was very useful and encouraging for the students. After this, we gratefully accepted the 

invitation of Dr Chakwizira and the local cohort to go for a brief tour around the area. The team 

couldn’t resist his eloquent expression of the value of getting a broader sense of the rural 

environment and culture, history and politics of Venda. It was a fascinating and rich way to learn 

more about the context in which we had the workshop, and in which some of the cohort lives and 

works. We visited a pre-colonial Venda settlement which was a powerful way to learn about the 

deep history of the urban form in the region.  

 

At the precolonial urban settlement in Venda 
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While, once again, our time together seemed to flow by very quickly, both students and supervisors 

alike found it an energising and useful experience. There was a strong collective agreement on the 

value of having so much time-in-the-room together, as well as in terms of the importance to the 

students of being part of this cohort during what can sometimes otherwise be a relatively lonely PhD 

journey. It was at times challenging as part of a large group to make collective decisions in a way 

that was satisfactory to all, but everyone was open and flexible and made the most of the time, 

activities and human resources available. Finally, the warm hospitality of the University of Venda 

cohort was much appreciated, giving us a breadth of experience beyond what was expected in an 

academic workshop. The warm welcomes received throughout the week undergirded the 

proceedings with a strongly positive energy, and it was valuable for the cohort members to deepen 

connections and get to know each other better. 

 

 


