
Towards the sensory: the creative catalyst, public 
engagement and affective spaces of social justice



Cities may be seen as roiling maelstroms of affect. Particular affects such as anger, fear, happiness and joy are 
continually on the boil, rising here, subsiding there, and these affects continually manifest themselves in events 
which can take place either at a grand scale or simply as part of continuing every day life 

Thrift, 2004: 57

Despite the complexity of affective moments we experience on a daily basis, the power of affect 
is often neglected in understanding and explaining our world. Affect is an everyday experience of 
our lives, and one that is deployed by authorities and advertisers, film-makers and artists, often in 
manipulative ways. If affect can be used to make us do things we wouldn’t normally do – such as 
support oppressive nationalist regimes, or buy a range of products we do not need – it can also 
be used as an interesting strategic mechanism for fostering democratic spaces.

Using a series of examples, this essay looks at how experimental creative practices can be cata-
lysts for affective encounters that enable dialogue around issues of socio-spatial justice. The 
essay emerged out of a presentation given at the Sephis workshop on Visual Methodologies in 
Cairo 2011, and is responding to developing methodologies beyond the visual and into the realm 
of the sensory. Visual methodologies seem to have predominantly involved using images as texts 
for analysis. Moving beyond this, by creating sensory experiences through creative interactions, 
image-making and representation become multi-dimensional sites of experience, and in the case 
of the examples I use, create moments where dialogue around the issue of livelihoods can be 
explored. 

This essay therefore tells the story of how a series of my organisation - dala’s - public art inter-
actions emerged around the struggle over the space of a market in Durban, South Africa. As an 
organisation, dala (http://www.dala.org.za) is committed to exploring inclusionary ways of working 
at the intersection of art, architecture and public space. This is the story of how we got involved 
in the struggle for the Early Morning Market in Warwick Junction, Durban, and how we created a 
series of creative encounters that tap into the sensory to foster affective spaces of social justice. 
As we are a learning organisation, we are constantly trying to make sense of, and develop new 
forms of critical creative practices. This essay is therefore more of an exploration of what we are 
doing and learning.



The theorist is the gifted meditative walker, purposefully lost in the city’s daily rhythms and material juxtaposi-
tions. The walker possesses both a poetic sensibility and a poetic science that is almost impossible to distil as 
a methodology for urban research 

Amin & Thirft, 2002:19

The CityWalk is one of dala’s oldest initiatives. It is ‘an investigative journey, an exuberant explo-
ration as well as humbling and cautionary tale, an allegory on the infinite complexities of spaces 
and timings in the city*’. It taps into an existing walking route that thousands of people walk on a 
daily basis to save taxi fare between the informal settlement of uMkhumbane / Cato Manor and 
the bustling transport hub of Warwick Juntion. The CityWalk is critical and creative experiment and 
sensory experience of ‘wandering / wondering’ (Amin & Thrift). Walking-wandering-wondering in 
the city is essentially an embodied sensory experience. It cannot be understood separate from its 
scents, stinks and sounds. The longest incarnation of the walk moves from uMkhumbane, through 
the city to the harbour. A shorter version moves from a middle class shopping mall of Musgrave 
Centre, to formal and informal markets of the inner city in Warwick Junction. 

* http://www.dala.org.za

CityWalk / Pink Lane: Despite a large number of walkers, the route was predominantly ignored by the municipality. The pink line 
was used to highlight this spatial practice. There were as many trodden paths as there are traffic lanes on the highway. Recently 
the municipality has tarred a single pathway and surrounded it with stones and spiky aloes to discourage people from sitting under 
the trees..



The walk is guided by a discussion on the design of the spaces we often take for granted. It is a 
walk of the in between – in between time and space; suburb and city; road and pavement; market 
and mall. Although the physical space is negligible (+/-2kms), for the purpose of this walk, it takes 
+/-6 hours to traverse the psychogeographical terrain. It is about noticing the complexities of, and 
inconsistencies in our cities: the crack where a blade of grass pushes through the tar; the dance 
of the pavement as people negotiate everyday lives and livelihoods.

As Amin and Thrift have suggested through looking at the notion of a critical flaneur, walking also 
enables a range of face-to-face encounters. It is these encounters and relationships that have 
shaped the methodology of dala when working in public space – to always start with a walk – and 
it is along this route that many of our interventions have unfolded. This paper will highlight a few 
of these in order to build an argument for creative action as a catalyst for democratic encounters. 
These examples primarily revolve around the struggle for livelihoods in our city.



Traces: This installation involved setting up the frame of a gazebo – a common site on African pavements – and colouring the 
space of the site in pink powder (ingomanamakosi which is used as a binding agent for traditional medicine, umuthi).

…encounter, and the reaction to it is a formative element in the urban world. So places, for example, are best 
thought of not so much as enduring sites but as moments of encounter, not so much as ‘presents’, fixed in 
space and time, but as variables events; twists and fluxes of interrelation

Amin & Thrift, 2002: 30

The choreography of the pavement in all spaces happens in this idea of encounter, somewhere 
between municipal design and daily practice – especially in cities of the ‘south’. Hawkers, pedes-
trians and motorists negotiate their way in, along, across and over city streets and sidewalks. In 
many African cities, the street trader is ubiquitous with urban life. But the legitimacy of their trade 
is often defined by bureaucratic by-laws, and in the case of South Africa, these are often rem-
nants of apartheid urban planning. Stories of street trader evictions are common and it was one 
such moment along the CityWalk route, where hundreds of traders were brutally removed, their 
produce confiscated, that inspired the installation called Traces. 

Dressed in municipal workers overalls, Doung Jahangeer traced the space of a stall as a way to 
trigger conversations about the removal of street traders. Even the police stopped to talk, lament-
ing the orders given by authorities to remove people who they too encounter every day as they 
patrol the areas. It is in this moment where we can see Freirian dialogue at work. For Freire, revo-
lution can never happen on behalf of people and fundamental to the process of revolution and 
social change, is demographic dialogue (Freire, 1972). The creative encounter, using affective 
strategies, in this instance provides a fleeting moment where people can meet and talk. Although 
this performative interaction is essentially transient – it happens at a relatively fixed moment in 
time – it is a useful strategy to trigger conversation about a particular issue.



The Early Morning Market, Warwick Junction, Durban

As cities historically have been rough and tumble places, where some people can acquire a great deal of 
money and live in increasingly spectacular conditions while others barely scrape by, the diversity of the city 
can easily foster highly competitive relationships. There is competition over how land is to be used, competition 
over who can do what kinds of activities in a particular place, competition to make one’s voice heard, com-
petition over a set number of jobs and opportunities. While competition has rules, the city-with its plurality of 
relational possibilities, deal-making, loyalties, and affiliations, enables competition to be often vociferous and 
cutthroat. As such, the city has been seen as something that needs to be tamed and kept in line 

Simone, 2010:6

The Traces installation marks an early moment of struggle in contested space of livelihood gen-
eration in the Warwick Junction area. The busiest node in Durban, Warwick Junction includes a 
major taxi rank, 5 markets and hundreds of street traders who eek out a living from commuters. 
The Early Morning Market, established in 1910, is a fresh produce market in the centre of Warwick 
Junction. Initially established as the ‘Indian’ market, it has been trading out of the same place for 
over 100 years, and provides thousands of people with a way to earn a living. In 2009, ignoring 
consultative processes, the municipality decided that the market should be pulled down, and to 
be replaced by a shopping mall in time for the 2010 World Cup. Assuming the traders were ill 
informed, the municipality started a campaign to evict the traders without following due process. 
The Early Morning Market Association managed to have the development halted through a series 
of time-consuming legal processes and popular political action. It is only now, in the latter part of 
2011 that the traders have finally ended their legal battle in victory.



The tension between ordering the city and struggling for survival often leads to some form of col-
lective action as a political mechanism. In this case, the traders took to the streets on a number 
of different occasions. Demonstrations have always engaged the aesthetic as a means to com-
municate to authorities – from colour coded t-shirts, to printed and painted banners. Since the 
1994 transition, the arts and social movements have become somewhat disjointed – art moving 
increasingly into the privately owned gallery, and away from the streets. The EMMA was focused 
on the legal and political strategies to save the market, so through our organisation, we started to 
explore ways in which to reconnect these practices through a series of creative encounters that 
aimed to address and engage the struggle to save the market.

We took a vast number of photographs of the public action, as traders marched from the market to the city.



This invasion is a symbolic trespass. It symbolizes all acts of trespass we have to commit in order to free 
ourselves from what oppresses us. If we do not trespass (not necessarily violently), if we do not go beyond 
our cultural norms our state of oppression, the limits imposed upon us, even the law itself (which should be 
transformed) - if we do not trespass in this we can never be free. To free ourselves is to trespass, and to trans-
form. It is through a creation of the new that that which has not yet existed begins to exist. To free yourself is 
to trespass. To trespass is to exist. To free ourselves is to exist. 

Boal, 2000: xxi

This statement from Baol’s manifesto for the Theatre of the Oppressed speaks to the idea of con-
structing creative encounters in two ways. Firstly, public art is always essentially performative - it 
happens predominantly in front of a sometimes planned, sometimes incidental audience - and 
how this performance of public art is directed can have powerful impacts on how public works 
of art can be received. Secondly, the idea of trespassing is a physical and intellectual activity 
according to Baol, requiring people to tread and think in new territories. This offers important 
opportunities for artists to work with others in exploring new representations of and in the public 
realm.  It also suggests that these encounters of trespass involves some kind of critical thinking 
and learning.

The Young Artists Project involved this tendency towards trespass as a creative methodological 
tool to unpack the distinction between two kinds of urban retail spaces. Working with the KwaZu-
lu-Natal Society for the Arts (KZNSA), dala facilitated a project with artists from 4 southern African 
countries. The idea was to work with a series of interventions that explored the intersection of art 
practice and public space. The market / mall relationship became an interest point for three of the 
artists who developed a series of creative experiments in both spaces. 

Young Artists Project: Michelle Silk’s performative experiment at Musgrave Centre and the Early Morning Market. She set up a 
stall in both of these places and traded rocks. The purpose was to explore the kinds of exchanges that trading enables. It is also 
a rare sight to see a middle class woman trading in these contexts.



The three participating YAP artists were Retsepile Moholi (Lesotho), Michelle Silk (South Africa), 
and Idelio Vilanculos (Mozambique). Moholi was intrigued by the performance of begging as a 
livelihoods strategy, and experimented with begging in both contexts. For, Silk the negotiation, 
relationship building and storytelling of trade became a key interest and setting up installations in 
both places became a research strategy for exploring the kinds of interactions that happen within 
this practice and within these spaces. Vilanculos juxtaposed movement of people in the mall and 
the market, and explored the sensory textures and experiences these spaces invoke. 

Engaging predominantly performative methods, the artists trespassed in these spaces to explore 
the socio-sensory experiences of retail spaces. The studio was taken to the streets – the labora-
tory being the pavements, shopping aisles and markets of Durban. 

Young Artists Project: Rets Moholi performing begging outside the mall and the market. The poorer people around the market 
were more willing to support him than the middle class people circulating around the mall



Images from portait collection. These portraits are accompanied by a series of stories. 

…‘hope’ is about a certain generosity and gratefulness that we all need in life. If life is a series of encounters 
and chance meetings, events and social relations, then hope lies across all of these. It is a basic human condi-
tion that involves belief and trust in the world. It is the stuff of our dreams and desires, our ideas of freedom and 
justice and how we might conceive life… hope is also about a spirit of dialogue, where generosity and laughter 
break open a space to keep spontaneity and freedom alive – the joyful engagements possible with others. 
For in any conversation – individual or political, written, spoken or read – there needs to be the ability to hear, 
listen and give. If we shut down a discussion through resentment, fear or unwillingness – through adversity or 
polarised individual or political positions – generosity ceases, and the openness of real discussion and debate 
is diminished 

zournazi, 2002:12

In this context, hope is not a blind faith in ‘things will get better’ but an engaged process of dia-
logue, with some kind of utopian agenda. It is an imaginative and creative moment, as much as it 
is political and social. It was what Anderson (2006) called a ‘utopian process of hope’ where hope 
is the process of imagining, being and working towards utopian goals of social justice.

In the light of this thinking, I have chosen three examples where storytelling became an integral 
part of the struggle for the market.



Firstly, we started collecting portraits and stories of the market traders (something that is ongoing 
today). Some people spoke of their families and 3 generations of working from the market. Others 
spoke about what and how they have learned through the context of the market. Money Govender 
told a love story of how she met and courted her husband. Through social media, these stories 
began to be shared online, drawing in a middle class audience who had predominantly ignored 
the struggle happening in their own city. These stories began to move the rhetoric from numbers 
to people, with hopeful lives and livelihoods.



Secondly, sharing the stories in the market was also an important strategy. Struggle is exhausting, 
and months of negotiating with a seemingly unsympathetic government that theoretically should 
be protecting ones rights, is demoralising. Unintentionally, screening these films and showing im-
ages from the demonstrations, became a renewed rallying point. At the 100 year celebration, a 
series of TVs with headphones were installed amongst the stalls, each playing stories, interviews 
and short films that had been put together over the course of the previous year. The market also 
became the focus of Footsak (http://www.footsak.com), and a series of films were screened as 
part of the programme in Durban. 

Screening of stories in the Early Morning Market for the 100 year celebration.

Screening of stories in the Early Morning Market for Footsak



The initial plan was to have the market removed and a mall in its place by the 2010 World Cup. 
The first symbolic victory was that the World Cup came around and the market was still there 
(although the case for the market was still in court). This did not mean that the livelihoods of the 
traders were secured. As money and people flooded into the designated World Cup areas, many 
parts of the city and the country were marginalised. In the third engagement with stories of the 
market, these issues were addressed through an interactive installation that was exhibited in the 
Durban Art Gallery (national gallery) as part of TIME_FRAME / Durban 2010. Constructed out of 
interviews with traders on their perspectives on the World Cup, the content spoke of the irony be-
tween the excitement of hosting the prestigious event and the frustration with having livelihoods 
compromised. The exhibition happened during the World Cup and at the same time as two exhibi-
tions specifically themed for a World Cup audience. 

All three of these examples demonstrate ways of challenging dominant narratives and introduc-
ing alternative voices to public arenas. Miles (2003: 169) pondered, ‘I wonder if an art of intimate 
encounters is more revolutionary than efforts to mimic displays of power in a new genre of public 
monuments (public art)’. I like to think that these platforms for story sharing move towards this 
notion of a revolutionary art of intimate encounters.

TIME_FRAME Durban 2010: ‘banothando’ is an interactive installation. The audience member places their hand on the screen 
and as they move their hand, the trader’s hand follows. The audio plays an interview with the trader speaking about the impact 
of the World Cup.



Working with traders in Warwick Junction has meant linking up with StreetNet International – an 
umbrella organisation for street trader organisations from across the global south. We were asked 
to present ways in which visuals and new media technology could be used as part of the struggle. 
We worked on a video to be used for Africa Day shot on a simple cell phone camera. We then 
presented these at their campaign conference in Maputo where the slogan ‘nada para nos sem 
nos / nothing for us without us’ was adopted. This became a driving slogan for work we did as part 
of [shoot me] Maputo 2010. Working with video artists, a dancer, a graffiti artist, a sculptor and 
street traders in Maputo, dala and Avideoarte-Mozambique developed a series of public interven-
tions in a public park called Jardim dos Madgermans. Although I won’t go into details of these 
projects here, what it demonstrates is how creative encounters can speak not only to the localised 
contexts in which they occur, but can resonate with global issues of socio-spatial inequality.

Sign made by number plate trader in Maputo as part of [shoot me] Maputo 2010

Still from Africa Day video. A time-lapse video constructing the map of Africa out of chillies. The idea was that traders would shoot 
the same kind of video with cell phone cameras with their trading goods.



…imagination is what, above all, makes empathy possible… imagination is the one thing that permits us to 
give credence to alternative realities (Greene, 1995: 3)... We also have our social imagination: the capacity to 
invent visions of what should be and what might be in our deficient society 

Greene, 1995: 5

This essay has given me the opportunity to articulate what and how we are learning as an organi-
sation, and specifically, how this involves building sensory methodologies. 

The encounters I have described emerge out of two observations. Firstly, that many of our spaces 
are fraught with issues of inequality, and that formal institutional democratic processes do not 
always allow for the kind of dialogue they may lead to new forms of public imaginaries about the 
present and the future. And secondly, that creative action is important in the everyday experience 
and expression of our lives, and therefore offers a unique opportunity to explore new ways of ad-
dressing this democratic gap in affective ways. 

As I have discussed when looking at Traces, creative encounters allow for spaces for dialogue 
to occur. Through Baol’s strategy of critical trespassing, new opportunities for experiencing and 
thinking about spaces can emerge, as was experimented with in the Young Artists Project. Story-
telling enables affective and hopeful challenges to dominant narratives, humanising marginalisa-
tion. Additionally all of these experiments, although implemented locally, offer important critiques 
of global inequality, while at the same time offering opportunities for global solidarity.

There are many projects, all over the world, exploring similar terrains, but often their insights re-
main in catalogues and the memories of participants. They are not always as democratic in them-
selves, and can err on the side of paternalism especially when working with spaces and people 
that are perceived to be marginalised. If we are to build more a more rigorous, reflective and 
reflexive practices, how do we think of ways to strengthen these processes both practically and 
theoretically, and most importantly, simultaneously? How do we carve out new spaces in between 
theory and practice that tap into the imaginative possibilities of making more liveable, humane 
and convivial spaces, towards an art of intimate encounters? 



Amin, A and Thrift, N. 2002. ‘The Democratic City’ in CITIES: Reimagining the Urban. Cambridge: Polity 
Press

Anderson, B. 2006. ‘Transcending Without Transcendence”: Utopianism and an
Ethos of Hope’ in Antipode

Baol, A. 1979. Theatre of the Oppressed. Sidmouth: Pluto Press

Freire, P. (1972). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. London: Penguin

Greene, M. (2000). Releasing the Imagination: Essays on Education, the Arts, and Social Change. San 
Fransisco: Jossey-Bass

Miles, M. (1997). Art, Space and the City: public art and urban futures. London: Routledge

Sharp et al. (2005). ‘Just Art for a Just City: Public Art and Social Inclusion in Urban Regeneration’ in Urban 
Studies. 42 (5/6) p 1001-1023

Simone, A. (2010). City Life from Jakarta to Dakar: Movements at the Crossroads. London: Routledge

Thrift, N. 2004. Intensities of feeling: Towards a spatial politics of Affect. Geogr. Ann, 86(1) 57-78

zournazi, m (2002). HOPE: new philosophies for change. Ammandale: Pluto Press

Young Artists Project: Stills from Idelio Vilanculos video juxtaposing the market and mall


