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Foreword 

My original motivation for this research developed from a personal response to literature arguing 

to ÙbumloqÚ qeb `fo`ri^o b`lkljv ql qeb (il_^i 4lrqeÁ I was struck by the way in which many 

seemed to present circularity as a new, global solution to issues of consumption, ignoring the 

many forms of traditional circularity found in communities across the world. My initial goal was 

to highlight the creative and innovative character of informal communities and explore the 

interactions of existing circular practices and new circular agendas. I wished to provide a 

counter narrative to much of the literature on circular transitions, in attempting to highlight an 

overlooked social component. In doing so, my approach became heavy handed. I found myself 

inserting my own voice on what I felt needed to be acknowledged in a context that I had little 

knowledge. I sought out examples of circular innovation in informal settings, rather than 

considering a bigger picture in which circular practices represent one aspect of informal living. 

Early conversations with collaborators in which I reflected on my own position led to a more 

careful design of the research. The study now serves as an exploration of the intricacies of 

township community engagement with what are identified as circular practices in Cape Town, 

South Africa. I attempt to place township communities in circular economic transitions 

occurring at a city level and as such discuss issues of opportunity and inequality. 

I have tried to the best of my ability to limit my own voice in this thesis and draw on the 

experiences, ideas and opinions of those living and working in Cape Town. The ideas within 

reflect that which I learned from collaborators and focus on the practices, opportunities and 

concerns of township communities in their engagement with circular practice. I take an 

assemblage approach in attempting to portray relevant configurations of stakeholders, 

practices, capabilities, spaces and regulations. As with real life assemblages, the outputs of this 

research have been made, un-made and re-made many times over. Through a constructive 

process, I depict assemblages in multiple, sometimes unusual diagrammatic forms. The 

expression of contextual dynamics that has emerged I feel serves to highlight the position of 

township communities in a broad circular economic system that is largely designed without their 

involvement. I have attempted not to perform exhaustive evaluations of justice, future scenarios 

or economic configurations, but instead draw many perspectives and opinions together as an 

expression of actuality. Without wishing to distract from the subject matter, I refer to my own 

position in the research (in bold) throughout this thesis, as a means to display the questions of 

relevance, function and ethics that arise in studies of this type. 

This thesis would not have been possible without the many inputs of Cape Town residents, non-

profit organisations and academics. My time in Cape Town was made memorable by the meeting 

lc j^kv fkpmfofkd mblmib¾ telØp `lkqof_rqflkp were invaluable. My thanks to Prof Edgar Pieterse 

and Dr Liza Rose Cirolia for their connections and advice in the beginning of this study. I would 

like to thank Happy Boy, my guide in Khayelitsha, for his commitment to our work together, and 

the many stories he told of the township and its people. Thanks also to John Spiropoulos who 

facilitated th is connection and was most generous in his knowledge and advice. For their many 

contributio ns to the work, I thank Tawanda Sango and Deshanya Naidoo of GreenCape, who 

filled in so much of the picture for me. I extended thanks to Nobukhosi Ngwenya at the African 

Centre for Cities and Tracey Gilmore at The Clothing Bank for their enthusiasm, generosity and 

willingness to aid in my research. Many thanks to my supervisors Dr Clemens Driessen and Dr 

Judith van Leeuwen for their consistent support and guidance. Lastly, I wish to thank Luisa 

Donado Moreno for her stunning drawing skills and for giving up her time to help me develop a 

sketch of township community engagement with circular practice. 
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Definition of terms 

Circular economy 

An economic system of closed loops in which (technical and biological) material products are 

retained at their highest value for as long as possible, using renewable energy sources and 

developing systems of sharing, reuse, remanufacture, recycling and recovery. 

Circular practices 

The application of R-strategies in the design, distribution, collection and handling of technical 

and biological materials. 

Inequality 

Conditions of unequal opportunity and reward for different social groups, positions or statuses 

within a community or society. 

Township communities 

Racially and economically diverse residents of suburban areas in South African cities that were 

formerly designated for particular racial occupation under Apartheid legislation 

R-strategies 

Mechanisms that extend the lifespan of biological or technical materials and seek to increase 

resource efficiency and decrease environmental impact throughout value chains. R-strategies 

mentioned in this study include: Reuse, Repair, Remanufacture, Recycle. 

Reuse 

Re-use of a product which is still in good condition and fulfils its original function (and is not 

waste) for the same purpose for which it was conceived (European Commission. Directorate 

General for Research and Innovation., 2020). 

Repair 

Repair and maintenance of defective product so it can be used with its original function 

(European Commission. Directorate General for Research and Innovation., 2020). 

Remanufacture 

Use parts of a discarded product in a new product with the same function and as-new-condition 

(European Commission. Directorate General for Research and Innovation., 2020). 

Recycle 

Recover materials from waste to be reprocessed into new products, materials or substances 

whether for the original or other purposes (European Commission. Directorate General for 

Research and Innovation., 2020). 
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1. Introduction 

For many years it has felt as if global societies sought unity through the coherence of people. As 

a child, sameness and harmony seemed to me to be synonymous of each other. In recent times, 

however, this appears to be changing. Difference is being acknowledged and discussions now 

celebrate the separate and distinct identities that make up our communities. Cities are often 

conceptualised as changing spaces in which global cultures and societies meet (Krase, 2016; 

Sassen, 2002). Emergent philosophies of the urban imagine the city as being made of fragments 

(McFarlane, 2021) or as the sum of many material and immaterial pluralities (Escobar, 2018). 

Such works reference the uniqueness of urban dynamics and develop understandings that 

surpass uniform and colonial ideas of the city, highlighting an approach in which different 

ontological and epistemological perspectives come together as imaginaries of the metropolis 

(Cupples, 2019). Despite these developments in thinking, ideas of global urban agendas are still 

often seen (Hall & Pfeiffer, 2013), as if the problems of one city are somehow the same as 

another (Savitch & Kantor, 2003). This is particularly recognisable in global adoptions of circular 

economic transitions.  

The circular economy concept is frequently presented as a solution to globalised issues of over-

consumption and environmental degradation (Stahel, 2016; Vasiljevic-Shikaleska et al., 2017) 

and is often framed as being adaptive to the specific problems of a space or configuration 

(Camacho-Otero et al., 2018; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). The newness of the concept in urban 

solutions means that frameworks for its deployment are still emerging and best-practices are 

yet to be agreed upon (Fratini et al., 2019; Joensuu et al., 2020). Particularly between countries 

of different economic levels, the contextual adaptation of circular strategies is by no means well 

developed (Ferronato et al., 2019; Halog & Anieke, 2021). Despite this, ideas of accelerating 

circular economic adoptions are visibly promoted in many global regions (Desmond & Asamba, 

2019; Pavliashvili & Prasek, 2020; Sanches & Bento, 2020). As such, circular economic 

transitions are visible in cities across the world, often without proper frameworks for the analysis 

of contextual problems, social dynamics or system configurations. They echo the legacy of 

earlier uniform models of urban development, despite their ×post-colonialØ moorings, and risk 

the design of solutions in which contextual dynamics are improperly considered. Many 

observers comment on a missing social component to circular economic transitions. Some 

argue that a lack of consumer involvement frames developments as restricted contracts where 

capacities and small changes to social practice are not drawn into discourse (Hobson, 2016). 

Others comment on the speed of policy interest that may neglect necessary societal 

adaptations of developments, threatening their longevity (Jaeger-Erben et al., 2021). Neglecting 

proper social analysis in circular economic transitions also creates questions of ethics, and 

risks developments that ignore or contribute to issues of human well-being and equality (Mies & 

Gold, 2021; Schröder et al., 2020). Adding to this, the beneficiaries of circular economic 

transitions can be questioned. In remaking value and supply chains, those with networking 

power and control of resources inevitably consolidate their assets, questioning the possible 

equity of resource distribution within circular models (Schröder et al., 2018). 

Instead of seeing the circular economy as a uniform or transposable model, in this study I 

approach the concept as being defined by the many pluralities of the urban. I seek to locate it 

within complex socio-material dynamics as a means to explore transitions and their efficacy. To 

do so, a case is selected in which circularity can be seen to have multiple meanings and 

purposes. In South Africa, circular economic transitions have been visible in industry since 2012, 
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with many legislative and operational developments attempting to deal with issues of 

consumption, environmental degradation and energy generation (Godfrey et al., 2021; Tahulela 

& Ballard, 2020). Chief among these is the release of extended producer responsibility 

legislation (EPR) in May 2021 (National Environmental Management Waste Act: Extended 

Producer Responsibility Amendment, 2021). South African industries, particularly plastic and 

glass producers, are adapting to circular transitions, through the evolution of ownership models 

and use of digital platforms (Mativenga et al., 2017). Though emerging through new agendas, 

ideas of circularity are not new in South Africa. Some observers note the legacy of cultural and 

historical tendencies to reuse, manage waste and tackle energy realities that have long existed 

in the country (Godfrey et al., 2021), alluding to a different understanding of circularity. Within 

the informal sector there is also a distinct socio-material relationship that produces a range of 

circular economic practices (Mulibana & Rena, 2021; Schenck & Blaauw, 2011). Material use 

and reuse in this space is understood very differently to formal recognitions and reflects a 

different imaginary of the circular economy.  

In considering the circular economy as a multiplicity in urban South Africa, the equity of 

developments in recent years can be questioned. With circular economic transitions focusing 

on formal business and industry, it seems that advancements privilege particular modes and 

particular societal groups. In a country confronted by extensive issues of inequality and social 

cohesion (Leibbrandt et al., 2012; Seekings & Nattrass, 2008), there seems to be little 

exploration of how the concept may be introduced across communities and income levels. 

While there is some exploration of R-strategies in terms of informal waste picking and processing 

(Samson, 2004; Schenck & Blaauw, 2011; Yu et al., 2020), a connection is rarely made between 

this work and increasing trends of circular waste management at a formal level. This suggests 

that if circular economic advancements in South Africa do not properly include multiple 

communities and income groups, they risk entrenching existing issues of inequality. The 

implementation  of new legislations and platforms seeks to address issues of linearity in material 

systems, but also represents new economic opportunity for those involved (Tahulela & Ballard, 

2020). If lower income communities are not drawn into new circular modes of innovation and 

entrepreneurship, they risk being left behind by developments, while others benefit.  

Inequality is important  to benchmark in assessing circular economic transitions, whether in 

South Africa or elsewhere. In South Africa there is a dichotomy of living between racial and 

economic communities (Woolard, 2002). Around 10% of the population live in informal 

conditions (Masiteng et al., 2016), facing issues of access to social and physical amenities 

(Richards et al., 2007), problems with health and sanitation (Weimann & Oni, 2019) and unstable 

socio-economic opportunity (Ziblim, 2013). Though, the lines between formal and informal in 

South Africa are by no means distinct.  For many in more formal living conditions, life is still 

fraught and economic opportunity sparse (Nel, 2001). Meanwhile, the conditions of living are 

much more comfortable in middle and high income areas, reflecting deep spatial inequalities 

(Von Fintel, 2018). While many are working to uplift lower income communities, the speed of 

socio-economic advancement lags in comparison to higher-income areas (David et al., 2018; 

Von Fintel, 2018). The dichotomies deepen and stare in the face of economic strategies, 

including those of the circular economy. The question is whether lower income communities 

stand to meaningfully gain from it. 

As a new adaptation to existing economic models, the circular economy has the potential to 

generate economic opportunities across multiple communities, and foster interactions 

between them (Godfrey et al., 2021), Still, it may be questioned why the circular economy as an 

evolving concept should be considered above any other in this regard. Perhaps the answer lies 
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in that the newness of circular economic agenda makes it more open to adjustment for the sake 

of inclusion. Or perhaps it is that its newness is contestable. Indeed, circularity has existed for 

centuries within a diversity of communities and can be seen exhibited at the smallest scales, 

often as a virtue of forced frugality (Hobson, 2020; Stahel, 2020). As mentioned, engagements 

with circular practices are not new to South Africa, and traditional forms of material reuse, repair 

and remanufacture are noticeably present in an array of communities (Godfrey et al., 2021). The 

newness of the situation can then be argued to be a by-product of dichotomic inequality; it is a 

disconnect between novel circular economic developments at an industrial and governance 

level and the traditional forms of circular living observable in South African communities. As 

such, the circular economy should be examined both in how its current implementation can be 

viewed across societal groups, and as an economic concept with relevance to multiple 

communities in addressing issues of inequality.  

In this study, I attempt to develop an understanding of the different multiplicities of the circular 

economy in urban South Africa. I explore developments at a formal and informal level in Cape 

Town and explore the interactions of both. The objective is to understand issues of inequality in 

South African circular economic transitions, in exploring positionalities  within different modes 

of circularity and experienced divergences of opportunity and empowerment. In doing so, I aim 

to draw conclusions for global circular economic transitions, contributing to literature that 

highlights a missing component of social inclusion. To meet these aims I take an exploratory 

approach, drawing on fieldwork in Cape Town to collate different experiences and perspectives 

of circular practices across multiple communities and industries. Assemblage theory is used to 

understand the multiple socio-material relationships that construct divergent circular economic 

engagements in Cape Town. This approach sees the concept as made through the interaction of 

heterogeneous parts, where configurations of people, processes, ideas, spaces and capabilities 

continuously evolve to develop new meanings, objectives and values of the circular economy. 

Portraying the complex and scattered modes by which this occurs allows for moments of 

connection between multiplicities to be understood and analysed by their emergent properties. 

Subjective depictions of assemblages are also made, where the impacts of system 

configurations on particular positionaliti es can be explored. As a societal group largely 

unexplored in terms of their circular engagements, I explore the subjectivity of township 

communities and analyse implications of  current and potential experiences of inequality in 

broader circular economic transitions.  

The central focus of the research is the presence of circular practices in Cape TownØp townships, 

as a space both independent and connected to advancements at a city level. Townships were 

once a spatial result of apartheid doctrines, designed to contain non-white South Africans to the 

peripheries of cities. They were typically disconnected from urban centres, and existed as 

dormitory settlements, separated by applied racial designations (Jürgens et al., 2013). In post-

apartheid South Africa, townships are now free from the tyrannical rule of the apartheid state, 

but issues of service provision, mobility, economic opportunity and security are pronounced. 

Townships now exhibit social mixing, with different racial and economic groups inhabiting these 

areas. Despite the dismantling of apartheid legislation, township communities struggle with 

economic problems and issues of unemployment (Pernegger & Godehart, 2007). Still, many 

report the strength of community in townships, even to the extent of emerging collective 

democracies (Chaplin, 2006; Mosoetsa, 2005). Old township areas that typically house 

wealthier residents, lower-income areas, and informal camps now make up what is referred to 

as the township. For the purposes of this study, the term township communities refers to the 

multiple societal groups that live in these areas, across a number of backgrounds. 
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The title  of this study: meeting points, reflects the focus taken throughout. It refers to the overlap 

of circular economic developments at a formal and township level. It also contains the meeting 

of meanings and identities in the contextual location of the circular economy concept. It alludes 

to the process of the research, in which elements are drawn together to consider the relevance 

of the circular economy concept for township communities in Cape Town. The case study seeks 

to answer the following questions. 

 

How can the assemblages through which township communities engage with 
circular economic practices in Cape Town be understood and analysed?  

1. How can assemblages of township community engagement with circular 
practices be portrayed? 
 

2. How does the depiction of subjectivity in assemblages highlight emergent 
implications for township engagement in circular practices? 

To answer the above research questions, I use a constructive method of assemblages, where 

configurations are first portrayed, before subjective depictions of the same configurations are 

made, from the perspective of township communities. In addressing the first research sub-

question, I first collate the scattered elements of township community engagement with circular 

practices to portray of assemblages. A combination of network diagramming and storytelling is 

used to express the experiences of academics, practitioners and township community members 

in Cape Town. As such, I do not attempt to display a complete and indisputable impression of 

the socio-material system, but rather translate emergent ideas from fieldwork into an 

assemblage format. To address the second question, I then zoom in on township communities 

to generate depictions of the emergent dynamics within configurations that may raise questions 

of opportunity and inequality. These depictions explore emergent dynamics, generating ideas of 

potential futures and enabling a commentary on addressing issues of inequality. The extent of 

my research is limited by the time that was available for fieldwork in Cape Town, though I do feel 

the outcomes are representative of many of the dynamics within the context. The approach of 

the study in exploring such dynamics is novel in its design and to my knowledge, no other study 

takes this perspective. I hope that the contents support the further investigation of opportunity 

and inequality within the circular economy in South Africa. Not least because I feel that township 

engagement with circular practices holds great potential in generating employment and creating 

shared meaning across communities.  

Chapter 2 that follows this introduction explores the relevance and use of assemblage theory as 

a framework to address the research questions in this study. In chapter 3, the approach of 

fieldwork in taking a grounded and non-extractive approach, and the production of outputs from 

an assemblage perspective are outlined. Chapter 4 presents the first methods, a network 

diagram of configurations around township circular economic engagements and a description 

of dynamics in storytelling style. Chapter 5 then generates a subjective view of these portrayals, 

considering the positionality and futures of township communities through subjective sketching. 

Drawing findings together, chapter 6 expresses the outcomes of the study for development of 

equitable circular economic systems in Cape Town, with recommendations outlined. A 

reflection is then made on the broader learnings of the research in chapter 7, locating findings 

within debate on inequality and sociality in global circular economic transitions. Lastly, a 

reflection is made on methodological choices and the use of assemblage theory in chapter 8. 
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2. An assemblage approach  

In the design of this research, the selection of a suitable theory through which to analyse 

township community engagement with circular practices was key. Addressing ideas of relevance 

of the circular economy for township communities could have taken many approaches. I decided 

to avoid any deterministic evaluation of current or future dynamics early on, with the argument 

that circular economic developments at a township or formal level are non-predictable. South 

African circular economic transitions are creating change within existing, complex and 

heterogenous system of material handling. Equally, the range of circular practices found in 

township communities is not uniform and is intrinsically linked to the form and function of 

township life. Early in the design of the research it became clear that it was necessary to 

recognise the different meanings assigned to systems of circularity, dependent on positioning 

within such systems. Attempting to map or define the arrangement of systems would be too 

prescriptive and risked generalising the experiences of collaborators to the study. I adopted an 

assemblage approach due to its ability to portray the fluidity of configurations of circular 

practices while acknowledging different positionalities and meanings within changing dynamics. 

The use of assemblage theory challenges more normative and reductionist approaches to 

systems analysis and allows for expression of the character of collaborators and the subjectivity 

of interpretations. Assemblage theory guides both the empirical scope of this study and the 

constructive modes of analysis, and is further outlined in the following chapter.  

2.1. Assemblage theory in urbanism and circularity 
With contemporary ideas of the city outlining the pluralities of urban living and the many 

fragments that come together in one space, analyses of social dynamics are beginning to shift 

away from deterministic approaches (Escobar, 2018; McFarlane, 2021). Many theories pointing 

to the fluidity of analysing socio-material configurations have found new life in the urban space 

and lend themselves to the analysis of complex systems, as in this study (Dovey, 2012; 

Kamalipour & Peimani, 2015). Assemblage theory (Anderson et al., 2012; DeLanda, 2019; 

Deleuze & Guattari, 1988) rejects the idea of a deterministic ontology for understanding 

societies and proposes an idea of many fluid, interactive and complex configurations as guiding 

social development. It acknowledges that no aspect of society is discrete in nature, but rather 

formed of many interactions of things across an array of spaces, social arrangements and beliefs 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1988). The philosophy was originally designed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari and is reprised in %bibrwbØp i^qbo abp`ofmqflk lc qeb `lk`bmq:  

Ù8e^q fp ^k ^ppbj_i^dbÅ *q fp ^ jriqfmif`fqv tef`e fp j^ab rm lc j^kv 
heterogeneous terms and which establishes liaisons, relations between 

them, across ages, sexes and reigns -- different natures. This, the 
assemblage's only unity is that of a co-functioning: it is a symbiosis, a 

'sympathy'. It is never filiations which are important, but alliances, alloys; 
these are not successions, lines of descent, but contagions, epidemics, 

qeb tfkaÚ (Deleuze & Parnet, 2007, p. 69) 
 

 

Assemblage theory has particular relevance in urban theory, due to the fluidity of its nature. For 

many years, ideas of the complexity of urban systems have been expressed by academics. 
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Christopher Alexander (1968) pmb^hp ql qeb Ùlsboi^mÚ of systems made of sets and subsets 

within the urban environment in his paper Ù" `fqv fp klq ^ qobbÚÁ *k lqebo tloap¾ urban systems 

are built not of constituent parts but of the interaction of people, space, materials, rules and 

meaning across multiple systems. Such an idea is paralleled in assemblage theory through the 

ides of heterogenous pieces forming wholes (Deleuze & Guattari, 1988). This is referred to as a 

configuration. The city, viewed in this way, is a culmination of elements, that is made with intent. 

The urban is built  of past reflections and future ideas, intertwined through different autonomies, 

agendas and forms of governance. In this sense it is a perpetually unequal development, 

constantly being made and remade, where emergences are not necessarily dictated by logic, 

but in the combination of multiple distinct and obscured elements (McFarlane, 2011b).  

The circular economy is another made concept, and can be similarly viewed through an 

assemblage perspective. As a proposed solution to issues of consumption and environmental 

degradation, it aggregates commentaries on sustainability, innovation and growth. In this way 

the circular economy is also a sociotechnical imaginary that draws on different expressed 

meanings to be upheld within an array of societal subsects. In Europe it is commonly expressed 

as a desirable future and linked to morality, highlighting how its construction goes beyond a 

logical remodelling of material management systems, to also highlight responsibility, 

collectivism and progress (Völker et al., 2020). Assemblage theory is applied to ideas of the 

circular economy in understanding the way the concept has grown to become a societal ideal, 

in certain parts of the world. Some report the development of circular economic ideas to be 

messy in that they straddle many phenomena, existing to mutual end in science, policy, industry 

and civil management (Kovacic et al., 2019). Others explore how assembly and disassembly of 

circular economic legislation constructively guides and changes the meaning of circularity, 

affecting its durability and outcomes in application (Jiao & Boons, 2017). Viewing the circular 

economy as an assemblage enables a deeper consideration of how its transformations and 

designs are absorbed into societies and markets. It acknowledges the weight of circular 

transitions as not just economic or industrial, but as complex socio-material systems of 

everyday engagement (Hobson, 2016). 

2.2. Portraying assemblages 
The different approaches to assemblage theory have led to different ways of viewing the 

concept. Assemblage can be seen as an object in the world, a formation of elements defined by 

their interactions. In this sense it is tangible. Assemblage can also be seen as an orientation to 

the world, an approach to understand socio-material constructs. It then considers the 

emergences of practices, materiality and meaning in existing systems (McFarlane, 2011b). As 

an approach, assemblages provide a means to explain and portray dynamics, through the 

creation of ×fj^dfk^ofbpØ. As described by McFarlane (2011a, p. 219) with regard to critical 

urbanism, assemblage can abmf`q Ùcollage, gathering and compositionÚ. Such a way of 

interpreting urban compositions can facilitate the understanding of socio-material dynamics, 

potentially aiding in the design of solutions, addressal of issues and formulation of policy 

(Kamalipour & Peimani, 2015)Á *q ^iiltp clo Ùjriqfp`^i^o qefkhfkdÚ qe^q bk^_ibp clo qeb 

rkabopq^kafkd lc Ùpl`fl-pm^qf^i jriqfmif`fqfbpÚ (Kamalipour & Peimani, 2015, p. 406). In studies 

such as this one, assemblage theory can allow for the complexity of a system to be depicted, in 

turn enabling deeper analysis of social dynamics. Diagrammatic thinking lends itself to 

assemblage theory in that the modes by which assemblages are made and un-made can be 

depicted through many mediums (Dovey & Ristic, 2017; Kamalipour & Peimani, 2015). Though 

the potential to display assemblages through diagrams and maps is often suggested (Dovey, 

2012; Dovey & Ristic, 2017; Kamalipour & Peimani, 2015), there are few agreed on means of 
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doing so. It is perhaps true that the contextual nature of assemblage theory when applied to a 

system can be interpreted in many different diagrammatic forms, both conventional and not. 

Only through case-specific diagrammatic designs can the unique processes of assemblage 

formation and deformation be displayed. 

With an openness to diagramming assemblages, it is useful to consider the modes within the 

theory that could be displayed in this way. In-depth explorations of assemblage theory have 

focused on the mechanisms through which assemblages are made and un-made and the 

relevant distinctions to make when exploring assemblages. Manuel DeLanda (2016) delves into 

the theory and expands on many structural definitions.  Though more numerous, several are of 

note for the development of assemblage diagrams. 5eb j^fk ^pmb`q lc %b-^ka^Øp tloh fp qeb 

Ùm^o^jbqofp^qflkÚ lc ^ppbj_i^db qeblovÁ The process by which an assemblage forms is named 

territorialisation by Deleuze & Guattari (1988) and the process by which an assemblage 

dismantles is deterritorialisation. DeLanda proposes a scale of coding for assemblages, to 

parametrise this distinction. Coded assemblages exhibit a high level of order, stasis and 

normalisation, indicative of assemblages likely to territorialise or remain territorialised. 

Decoded assemblages conversely, are more unstable, mobile and fluctuating and therefore 

more likely to deterritorialisation. It should be noted that there is no preference assigned to these 

processes or levels of coding, with the deterritorialisation and re-territorialisation of 

assemblages reflecting the fluidiity of socio-material systems. The purpose of coding 

assemblages is to allow for the order and stability of dynamics to be determined variably, in 

continuum, opposing any reductionist approach. Coding can be applied to diagrams to reflect 

this. To a degree, the coding of assemblages can be determined from the relationships between 

components. Delanda proposes a means to explore the nature of relations in an assemblage: 

interiority or exteriority. Interior relations are dictated by logic and essentialism, whereas exterior 

relations are conditional and non-essentialist. DeLanda also argues the importance of seeing 

assemblages as singularities tfqe Ùcontingent historical identitiesÚ. This is due to the fluid nature 

of assemblages, that the portrayal of an assemblage can often only create a snapshot of that 

arrangement in time. It is important in the defining and separation of adjacent assemblages by 

deterministic evaluation of distinct structures, meanings or emergences (DeLanda, 2016). 

In this study, the portrayal of assemblages is considered in multiple  forms. The outlined 

parameters and qualities of assemblages, as defined by DeLanda (2016), are used to guide the 

generation of diagrams to display contextual configurations. Diagrams are built, considering the 

heterogeneous components that construct assemblages of township community engagement 

with circular practices in Cape Town. Box 1 that follows this chapter explains the process of 

building such diagrams, from an assemblage theory perspective. The purpose of this is to 

develop a deeper understanding of the configurations through which this occurs, in line with the 

first research sub-question. Assemblage theory allows for the context to be viewed through the 

material and immaterial spaces created and the evolution of these to be considered by emergent 

dynamics, forms of interactions and the degree of coding within assemblages. Crucially, it 

expresses the stories and experiences of those involved in the research, avoiding the normative 

and reductionist nature of other forms of system analysis. 

2.3. Subjectivity in assemblages 
A central aspect in assemblage theory is the idea of emergence. DeLanda explains the idea, in 

that the interactions of heterogeneous components create emergent properties in assemblages. 

Examining the emergent properties of a whole is a way to understand key dynamics and is argued 

to avoid reductionist impressions of socio-material systems (DeLanda, 2016). If the deployment 

of an assemblage approach is as an orientation to the world, then one purpose in portraying 
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configurations of heterogeneous components is to highlight emergent properties. But to what 

end? Some suggest that this enables an analysis of socio-material dynamics, in terms of politics, 

power and ethics (Grove & Pugh, 2015; McFarlane, 2011b). The main argument of this however, 

is that assemblage approaches foreground emergent dynamics, to enable commentary on that 

which is deemed important (Grove & Pugh, 2015). However, for a theory that rejects 

reductionism, this seems to rely heavily on the deterministic  interpretation of researchers in 

deciding what to consider as emergent. Some observers argue that in rejecting social categories, 

ideas of power and inequality may become harder to tangibly highlight and discuss (Kinkaid, 

2020). The abstraction in assemblage theory may limit i ts capacity to link to conventional ideas 

of ethics. One way to navigate these shortcomings may be a focus on subjectivity in 

assemblages, as enabling a specific view of inequalities that reduces deterministic 

interpretations.  

Subjectivity in assemblage theory is the idea that depending on positionality within a system, 

assemblages have different appearances and meanings. It conforms to the idea that socio-

material assemblages are in essence maintained through social contract and therefore contain 

multiple perspectives within one arrangement. The subjective depiction of assemblages may 

`loobpmlka ql qeb fab^ lc Ùob^i sfoqr^ifqvÚ ^p ob^ifqv klq vbq ^`qralised, through individual 

perspectives of the assemblage (DeLanda, 2016). Subjectivity in assemblages provides an 

alternative to looking at the big picture. In zooming in on particular positions, it sidesteps 

defeatist ideas of inevitabilities that result from existing material privileges and inequalities 

(Kinkaid, 2020). Instead it focuses on particular identities and mobilities, locating these within 

shared spaces and allowing for commentaries on ethical implications  for particular individuals 

(Nash & Gorman-Murray, 2017). Considering the idea of emergence within subjective views of 

assemblages, it also becomes possible to discuss the future evolution of configurations. This is 

because the emergent properties of an assemblage suggest its likelihood to territoriali se or 

deterritorialise, a reflection of temporal fluidity (DeLanda, 2016). Considerations can then be 

made of how this would change subjective views of assemblages and as such enable a 

commentary on equity in potential futures. Subjectivity highlights emergent implications for 

particular positionalities, outlining distribut ions, opportunities and perspectives. 

In this study, subjectivity in assemblages is used to reflect on inequality and potential futures 

for township communities, in their engagement with circular practices. The process of 

subjectively depicting assemblages is constructive and uses emergences from the accounts of 

collaborators. By considering the emergent properties in portrayals of assemblages, a further 

depiction is made that zooms in on the positionality of township communities. Box 1 that follows 

this chapter elaborates on the construction of this depiction. The analysis of present and future 

interactions in assemblages supports a commentary on inequalities within the system and 

allows for implications to be outlined for township communities in their engagements with 

circular practices.  
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Box 1. How to portray and depict assemblages 
In many ways the definition and application of assemblage theory appears as fluid as the 
contexts that it seeks to understand. It is inductive by default, in attempting to conjoin un-
fixed elements to form wholes that allow for case-specific understanding. The varying 
modes of use and forms of output of the theory mean that adopting an assemblage approach 
does not prescribe a format for results. Whilst this lends a strength to the theory in being 
adaptable to different complex contextual applications, for the researcher it presents 
dizzying options for output. It did not help my indecision. The process of determining how to 
portray and depict assemblages of township community engagement with circular practices 
was an iterative one, involving many direction changes. It was drawn from the elements of 
assemblage theory that felt the most important to highlight within this study and involved 
experimentation with different visual forms to display these elements. The goals of this were 
to both output comprehensive and scientifically valid results able to support continuations 
at multiple levels, whilst doing justice to the many candid, expressive contributions of 
collaborators. In the end, a combination of network diagrams, sketches and story-telling 
emerged. This box outlines the decisions made in going from theory to output.  
 
In approaching the context from an assemblage perspective, the first idea is to view the 
situation as being made of multiple singularities. This perspective imagines the context as 
formed by the interaction of different societal assemblages that continuously influence and 
mould each other. In turn, the specific characteristics of the context can be viewed as 
heterogeneous components that form to construct each assemblage. Taking such an 
approach through empirical fieldwork, the aim is to identify different components and how 
they interact. In doing this, what emerges is an understanding of the connection of people, 
processes, ideas, spaces and capabilities that construct the situation , as a snapshot in 
time. To display this existent form, network diagrams can be constructed where different 
components are visualised as nodes, and their interactions as lines. Such a network can be 
continuously added to and adjusted, until the diagram depicts an arrangement of different 
material and immaterial components. With such a network, the idea of assemblages as 
being fluid in their nature then emerges. Components can be grouped in different 
configurations, changing the content of assemblages and enabling different 
understandings of the context. In this process, it is important to remember the purpose of 
assemblage theory as a means to understand socio-material dynamics. The grouping of 
components as assemblages can be done based on configurations that allow for the most 
fluent understanding of the concept in terms of emergent dynamics. The result is a series 
of assemblages, with their constituent components forming a web of interconnection 
across the network. But, this visualisation is static. To bring in the idea of assemblages as 
constantly changing, DeLanda's (2016) idea of coding can be applied. Different levels of 
coding can be assigned to each assemblage, by evaluating the level of essentialism in the 
relationships of their constituent components. This is the idea of defining the interiority and 
exteriority of relationships within assemblage theory (DeLanda, 2016). Determining the 
level of coding of each assemblage suggests its tendency to territorialise or deterritorialise 
and in turn supports the analysis of how each assemblage might change over time and 
influence the changing of others. Further detail on the construction of the network diagram 
can be found in section 3.3. 
 
The portrayal of assemblages as a network diagram is just one way in which the context can 
be understood, with the theory supporting many different diagrammatic outputs. 
Networking supports the construction of assemblages by emergent understandings and 
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allows for the experiences of collaborators to be drawn together in a scientifically valid 
format. However, this output of this is deterministic . The diagrammatic form does not vary 
dependent on the context, only the construction and arrangement of the network. In this 
sense, it also does not support the depiction of subjectivity in assemblages. The idea of 
exploring contextual issues of inequality in circular economic transitions, as an alternative 
commentary on the circular economy, means considering particular subjectivities within 
assemblages. This means zooming in on township residents and their placement within 
multiple identified assemblages. Viewing the assemblages from this position changes the 
visible components and their interconnections, in considering how the emergent properties 
of assemblages may produce new dynamics. It also suggests how the fluidity of 
components may result in potential evolutions of configurations. Through this, the 
productivity of futures can be discussed, in terms of the evolution of circular economic 
opportunit ies for township residents. Such ideas can be portrayed in many ways, however, 
there is a power lent to this in utilising artistic imagery. Drawing or sketching of scenes or 
impressions contains a realism that cannot be achieved through representational means. 
This idea of different perspectives on assemblages led to the development of the sketches 
found in chapter 5. 
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3. Methodology  

From the beginning of the research it was clear to me that this research would benefit from direct 

interaction with township residents. In the initial design of the study, I intended to spend an 

extended period of time in townships, observing engagements with circular practices for myself 

and talking to residents. The reality was that due to logistics and security concerns it was not 

feasible to spend i^odb ^jlrkqp lc qfjb ×e^kdfkd ^olrkaØ fk qeb qltkpefmpÁ /lo t^p fq pbkpf`^i ql 

seek out the dynamics that I wished to examine when many academics and practitioners in Cape 

Town, with a much greater understanding of the context, could tell me the same thing. Early 

conversations with contacts highlighted that my desire to perform extensive empirical research 

was not realistic or necessary and that instead a methodology could be devised that drew on 

contextual knowledge whilst allowing me to experience township dynamics myself. It was this 

development that led to me adopting a grounded approach to fieldwork, in allowing input from 

collaborators to adjust the direction of my research. It also sparked a deeper look into ×ebif`lmqbo 

obpb^o`eØ and how to avoid performing extractive fieldwork, which would unify the content of my 

study with my own methodological approach. The following section explores the uses of these 

theories in defining my approach, before stages of data collection, categorisation and processing 

are outlined. 

3.1. (olrkaba qeblov ^ka ×dbqqfkd lrq lc qeb ebif`lmqboØ 
The context of this study is complex to say the least. The nature of life in South African townships 

differs greatly per area (Nel, 2001; Ziblim, 2013) and exhibited R-strategies are not uniform. An 

exploratory approach was taken to this research to allow for continuous adjustments to the 

focus of the research, based on findings in the field. 5efp aobt lk qeb `lk`bmq lc Ùconstant 

comparisonÚ colj dolrkaba qeblov ql al pl (Bryman, 2016, p. 573). Grounded theory accounted 

for the qualitative nature of research (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1997), whilst 

allowing the collection of data to continuously influence the direction of the study. The practice 

of constant comparison enabled a process in which collected data was continuously 

categorised and evaluated in terms of the new questions it raised. The optimal form of data for 

such an iterative approach was interview data, as quick changes in research direction could be 

worked into interviews more simply. Findings from interviews that indicated new research 

directions or contradicted earlier assumptions were drawn into the re-design of the study. 

A major concern throughout this study was to avoid performing extractive research within South 

"cof`^ ^ka ql bkprob qe^q qeb ^mmol^`e q^hbk afa klq buef_fq qo^fqp lc ×ebif`lmqbo obpb^o`eØÁ 

Helicopter research refers to trends within academia in which Northern researchers perform 

research in the Global South without proper consideration of the nuance of the setting, nor the 

availability of Southern knowledge. The impacts of this trend are argued by Haelewaters et al. 

(2021) to Ùmbombqr^qb `lilkfw^qflk mo^`qf`bpÚ and often lead to the misperception of complex 

situations. The concept indicates how collaborators in research settings are often used for their 

knowledge and experience, without sufficiently being able to contribute to the design of the 

research (Giller, 2020). The result is that the contributions of collaborators are improperly 

acknowledged and extracted under the idea that the work produced will be of benefit to them, 

when in actuality it rarely is (Ger et al., 2019; Haelewaters et al., 2021). 

To avoid producing research that did not contribute positively to efforts in Cape Town, the work 

of Haelewaters et al. (2021) was used in the design of the methodology, to ×dbq lrq lc qeb 

ebif`lmqboØ. The main aspect of this involves forging meaningful partnerships in close discussion 

with collaborators, and ensuring that these are of mutual benefit. Throughout the research, 
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forms of mutual benefit were discussed with collaborators and where possible fulfilled. Another 

^pmb`q lc )^bibt^qbop bq ^iÁØp tloh discusses the use of local infrastructures and local data and 

the need to adapt to contextual working styles in the collection of primary data. I attempted to 

address this by strongly involving academics and practitioners in Cape Town with the research, 

drawing on their knowledge to develop fieldwork approaches and adjust the focus of the study. 

In doing so, I had to be adaptable to the working styles and preferences of collaborators in Cape 

Town and retain a flexible approach to meetings and calls. The accessible dissemination of 

results is equally important to address and is a strong focus of Haelewaters et al. Outputting 

results in a format that could both be accessed by collaborators and that would speak to the 

contextual forms of understanding was important in this research. It is a key driver for the 

diagramming of results in multiple formats, such that assemblages portrayals speak to personal 

partialities.  

3.2. Conversations in Cape Town 
In April, 2022 I spent 4 weeks in Cape Town, performing interviews with academics, practitioners 

and township residents. The theories mentioned previously guided this fieldwork in terms of the 

approach taken to interviews, collaborations formed, and constant reflection on results. The 

data collected through interviews served to address both of my research sub-questions (RSQs). 

The processes by which data was collected and categorised are outlined in the following, and 

drawn parallel to the RSQs recapped below. 

RSQ1: How can assemblages of township community engagement with circular 
economic practices be portrayed? 

RSQ2: How does the depiction of subjectivity in assemblages highlight emergent 
implications for township engagement in circular practices? 

 

 

3.2.1. Data collection  
Data collection for this study was performed almost entirely through semi-structured interviews 

with academics, practitioners and township residents in Cape Town. Due to the grounded 

approach, interviews took a conversational style and did not involve extensive design of 

questions beforehand. Instead, the direction of interviews was allowed to evolve from 

information given by respondents, with follow-up questions seeking to elaborate on their 

experiences and opinions. Records of interviews and question lists can be found in appendices 

A and B. The remaining data for the study was acquired from peer-reviewed journals and NPO 

documentation, written by those in Cape Town or academics with knowledge of the sector and 

context. 

The objective of interviews was to understand the positionality of collaborators within systems 

of circular economic transitioning and township circular practices. Central questions alluded to 

an individuals work within such systems and explored ideas of identity, purpose and strategy. 

With township residents, questions were designed to explore which R-strategies they engage 

with, in what ways and with what motivations. With academics and practitioners, questions 

revolved around their knowledge and contribution to  circular schemes, industries and research, 

seeking to place their anecdotal accounts within interactions with township communities. The 

format of interviews sought to develop an array of perspectives, experiences and opinions to 
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support the collation of components as assemblages, addressing RSQ1. Many questions 

alluded to inequalities within separate systems, exploring the balance of opportunity and burden 

for township communities. Potential future dynamics were discussed with many collaborators, 

drawing on their opinions of possible developments at a formal and township level. This 

information enabled the subjective depiction of assemblages from the perspective of township 

communities and commentary on inequality within township community engagements with 

circular practice, RSQ2. 

3.2.2. Data categorisation 
The categorisation of data occurred partly during interviews, and partly post-interview. Almost 

all interviews were recorded (with permission). Categorisation was performed by manual coding 

and involved categorising points made by respondents by research sub-questions and emergent 

ideas. During interviews, notes were made on the overall experiences and opinions of the 

respondent. New pieces of information were marked by timestamp, to be reviewed after the 

interview. This allowed crucial pieces of new information to be flagged early and supported both 

further questioning during the interview and the adjustment of the data gathering approach after. 

New findings were compiled into documents after interviews to allow information to be viewed 

together, helping to develop impressions of emergent assemblages and ideas of social justice. 

This process would also allow questions to be edited for upcoming interviews, to react to new 

findings and changes in scope. During interviews, terms of interest used by respondents were 

also recorded. This was to allow for terms to be explored with respondents, to better understand 

their perspectives and opinions. It also enabled terms to be adopted and used in future 

interviews, to assess the degree of shared understanding regarding the construct of 

assemblages. 

Coding after interviews involved reviewing interview recordings to isolate points made, new 

findings and terms used. Interviews were categorised chronologically and tables made recording 

points made with; a brief overview of the point, an explanation of the respondents perspective 

with quotes, a record of the relevant RSQ, and a timestamp corresponding to the recording. For 

the privacy of collaborators interviewed this information is not made publicly available. All points 

made by respondents were recorded in this way, regardless of their relevance to the research 

questions. This was to ensure that no unintended biased was applied to particular pieces of 

information and ensured a thorough analysis of collected data. Later, recorded information was 

revisited and ordered by the findings to which it held relevance. This was to aid in the analysis of 

data in displaying and analysing assemblages. Terms used by respondents were also recorded 

in this stage, to better allow for the cross-referencing of collected data. 

3.3. Constructing assemblage portrayals 
Box 1 before this chapter refers to the generation of diagrammatic outputs to portray 

assemblages. It refers to the process of translating theory to depiction and the purpose served 

though different diagrammatic forms. Here, the process followed in this study, of portraying 

assemblages through diagrams and stories and depicting subjectivity through sketching is 

presented. Generating multiple outputs occurred over time and from the recurrent idea that 

previous portrayals did not reflect every emergent aspect of the assemblages. A network 

diagram was first built to display the interconnection of components at formal and township 

levels in engagement with circular practice. This output was descriptive and focused on 

configurations, to be able to define assemblages and their level of order. In this, the meanings 

of assemblages for stakeholders were not emphasised. I therefore decided to describe the 

network diagram and assemblages it outlined through the stories, perspectives and experiences 

of interviewed collaborators. In this way, the network was explained whilst alluding to the 
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different understandings, internalisations and challenges of township community engagement 

with circular practice. This portrayal however, was too convoluted to base a further analysis of 

emergent dynamics. It also did not depict the subjectivity of assemblages for township 

residents. I therefore attempted to draw together emergent properties from the network diagram 

and stories into a sketch, displaying the perspective of township communities within 

assemblages. This allowed for reflection on the possible evolution of assemblages and a 

depiction of potential futures that enabled discussion of themes relating to inequality. 

Combining three portrayals of assemblages in the output of this study became a constructive 

method of analysis in which assemblages could be portrayed and discussed. It sought to extend 

diagrammatic thinking in assemblages to support different levels of analysis, exploring 

configurations, challenges and futures. The method used in effect applies an assemblage 

approach twice. First, configurations and dynamics of component interaction are portrayed 

through networking and storytelling. Then, subjectivity in assemblages is depicted, through 

sketching, based on the emergent properties from the network diagram and stories. The process 

of developing these portrayals and depictions is outlined in the following. 

3.3.1. Networking 
Portraying the assemblages through which township communities engage with circular 

practices involved identifying particular components of such assemblages and displaying the 

interconnection, order and form of relationship between them. This was done using the 

illustration software draw.io. This began with the identification of different relevant components 

within the network. Displaying these as nodes, lines were drawn between the components, 

representing the connections between them. As more components were added, more 

connections were formed, constructing a network through the process shown in figure 1. This 

process was done as data was collected and categorised, resulting in a continuous 

development of the diagram. During the process, nodes were added, removed or re-positioned 

to form a representation of the context that 

best reflected the dynamics reported by 

collaborators. In the construction of the 

diagram, no limitations were put on the type of 

components displayed. Once the network was 

fully formed, the different components were 

grouped by their type. The types of component 

visible in this network were: stakeholders, 

practices, capabilities, spaces and regulations. 

"mmivfkd %b-^ka^Øp Êøö÷üË qeblofbp lc 

assemblage parametrisation, the interactions of components were labelled as interior or 

exterior dependent on the level of essentialism in the relationship. At the end of this process, 

the result was a complete network diagram of interconnected and categorised assemblage 

components.  

The formation of assemblages occurred by grouping components together as singular 

assemblages. As already mentioned, the grouping of components may occur according to many 

different configurations. The determination of configurations occurred according to emergent 

ideas from fieldwork and with the purpose of understanding key dynamics within the system. 

This revolved around the idea of displaying township community engagement with circular 

practices and circular economic developments at a broader city level as two independent 

assemblages. Components belonging to each assemblage were delineated. From this, the 

Figure 1: Network diagram construction 
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remaining components could be viewed collectively, in terms of the mechanisms that connect 

the first two assemblages. A further two assemblages then emerged, displayed in the results in 

4.1.  

The last step in forming the network diagram was to define the level of coding in each 

assemblage. The level of coding refers to the stability of the assemblage and its likelihood to 

evolve over time. Based on the idea of parametrisation of the level of order of an assemblage, 

coding was estimated per assemblage by four levels: highly coded, moderately coded, 

moderately decoded and highly decoded. These levels correspond to the descriptions given in 

Table 1 below. 

Table 1: Levels of coding assemblages 

Level of coding Explanation 

Highly Coded Social outcome is always generated by fundamental and logical 
rules constructed between components in the assemblage. 

Moderately Coded Social outcome is guided by fundamental and logical rules 
constructed between components in the assemblage but liable to 
change. 

Moderately Decoded Social outcome is not guided by fundamental or logical rules 
constructed between components in the assemblage but follows 
some habit. 

Highly Decoded Social outcome is not guided by fundamental and logical rules 
constructed between components in the assemblage and occur 
unpredictably or at random. 

 

3.3.2. Storytelling 
In explanation of the assemblage network diagram, I decided to outline the different component 

interactions and subsequently constructed assemblages not by normative description, but 

through the many stories of collaborators in Cape Town. This was in part because the limits of 

my research did not position me to be able to describe all dynamics in such a broad system. The 

other justification is that describing assemblages through the stories that define them allows for 

the meanings in component interactions to be best expressed. Displaying meaning in a network 

diagram or ascribing a definition for the different meanings present is difficult to do and risks 

drawing inaccurate conclusions. Explaining the assemblage network diagram through the 

stories of collaborators in Cape Town allows for meanings to be expressed as they are told, 

without my interpretation.  

The stories that explain the assemblage network diagram are structured by four defined 

assemblages. The relationships between components in construction of these assemblages is 

then expressed by referring to the experiences and opinions of collaborators. The descriptions 

are labelled using the wording from the network diagram to aid in understanding and to best refer 

back to the network diagram. Little further analysis is done during storytelling, to allow for the 

experiences and perspectives of collaborators to speak for themselves. This is also such that, in 

reading the stories, considerations emerge as they are told. It is this presentation of stories and 

extraction of emergent considerations that supports the further analysis done through 

subjective depictions of assemblages. 
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3.3.3. Sketching 
Sketching provides another means to view assemblages, through the subjective positionality of 

township residents and considering the evolution of configurations over time. The sketch found 

in chapter 5 was developed from emergent properties with relevance to township communities,  

identified through previous portrayals. It was based on community made artwork depicting 

township scenes. The purpose is to display the appearance of the assemblages for residents 

and allow for a diagrammatic outlining of changing dynamics, to facilitate a commentary on 

inequalities in potential futures. The sketch was designed to display components of the 

assemblages that are visible to township residents, and depict these in a drawn scene. The 

components were then coloured as existing components likely to change (blue) and non-

existent components that may emerge (orange).  

The process of sketching the assemblage began with a consideration of what components to 

display and how these might change over time. The network diagram was used to determine 

displayable components. By looking as the connections in the diagram and considering which 

components may currently be visible to township residents and which may emerge over time, a 

list was made. The components were then considered in their placement within the stories that 

explain the network diagram. By amalgamating the different perspectives of collaborators in 

terms of how components may change, or what threats they face, an idea was developed of how 

to colour code each component. The analysis of the sketch was performed by referring to the 

components, drawn from the stories of collaborators. Ideas of identity, opportunity and 

inequality that emerged from interviews could be discussed around depictions, to lead to 

commentary on productive futures for township engagement in circular practice. 

In drawing the sketch, I first drew a background image to set the scene. Using existing township 

drawings as inspiration and basing the structure loosely on the picture displayed on the cover of 

this thesis, I drew a number of township houses, along with some basic background details. The 

listed components were then added to the sketch, in depictions of people performing different 

circular practices. I made draft sketches of these depictions, with limited artistic ability. Luisa 

Donado Morena, a fellow student, then re-worked my drafts into clear and striking compositions 

of people engaging in circular practices. I then arranged these on the scene, to best display the 

different components. Lastly, colour was added using basic editing software, to display existing 

components likely to change in blue and non-existent components that may emerge in orange.  
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4. A network of stories 

Building a network diagram to portray the fluid dynamics of assemblages within a highly complex 

system was a process that I rarely felt on top of. At moments, adding and adjusting connections 

snowballed, with one addition or edit to the network prompting another, and another. It is akin to 

working a pliant piecb lc `i^v lk ^ mlqqboØp tebbi¾ in that one must be concentrated and 

deliberate, and not work too fast. Still, remembering the focus and purpose of the research, the 

experiences of interviewed collaborators amalgamate into a rich account of the dynamics that 

form assemblages. In truth, it was the extraction of components, connections and relationships 

from interview records that led to the decision to portray results in a storytelling style. Largely 

because the same extraction felt to reduce the realism of the accounts given by collaborators. 

They spoke to many personal experiences and perspectives, important to portray but also 

difficult to extrapolate as normative dynamics across a varied system. Instead of describing the 

network diagram through commonality or impression, I instead recount information from 

interviews, as it was told to me. I hope in this way to properly express the core messages of 

collaborators in Cape Town.  

4.1. Assemblage through network diagramming 
The network diagram in figure 2 displays four singular and overlapping assemblages by coloured, 

dotted ovals. The ovals contain a number of components across the network signifying those 

present within each assemblage. Two assemblages can be seen at the top and bottom of the 

diagram. The top assemblage portrays formal circular economic advancements and outlines the 

progression of developments at a state and business level in response to national extended 

producer responsibility (EPR) policy. The bottom assemblage portrays observable township 

circular practices and highlights the main R-practices that are visibly engaged with by township 

residents in Cape Town. The interaction of these two assemblages can be framed as the meeting 

point at the heart of this study. Such an interaction largely occurs through two modes. These 

modes of interaction are portrayed by two more assemblages on the left and right of the network 

diagram. The left assemblage shows the process of non-profit circular skill building and explores 

the dynamics of non-profit schemes in promoting community engagement with circular 

practices. The right assemblage portrays township waste trading and shows the arrangement of 

actors from waste collectors to recycling centres in the processing of recyclable material.  

Each of the four assemblages shown by coloured, dotted ovals is also labelled by the level of 

coding they exhibit: highly coded, moderately coded, moderately decoded and highly decoded. 

The assemblage components across the network are shown as nodes representative of actors, 

processes, rules, spaces and skills. Each of these nodes is coloured with the type of component, 

shown in the legend in figure 3. Each of the connecting lines between the components is also 

labelled as interior or exterior. Interior relationships are defined as being essentialist in that they 

are formed of logical and conventional characteristics. Exterior relationships are defined as 

being non-essentialist in that they are formed of contingent or non-conventional characteristics. 
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Figure 3: Assemblage Network Diagram Legend 

Figure 2: Assemblage Network Diagram 
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4.2. Assemblage through stories 
To best understand the assemblage network diagram displayed in Figure 2, it is easiest to focus 

on the four individual assemblages that make up the network. The advantage of displaying the 

full  diagram is that the connections between components can be viewed across the different 

assemblages. It is through these connections that the different assemblages interact, often 

affecting the level of stability (coding) of other assemblages. Though told through the stories of 

collaborators in Cape Town, the description of the assemblage network that follows is 

structured by each of the four assemblages to allow for easy reference to the diagram. Terms 

are used from the diagram when referring to specific components and connections between 

components (with numbers to match). Stories are divided by assemblage to aid in 

understanding, however connections between assemblages are outlined. 

4.2.1. Observable township circular practices 
At the heart of this 

research is the contested 

presence of township 

community engagement 

with circular practice. 

Types of R-strategy seen in 

townships are not widely 

reported and there is some 

difference of opinion on 

how widespread they are. 

Scholars and practitioners 

in Cape Town seem to 

suggest that while there 

are recurring R-strategies 

seen in township 

communities, these are 

specific and not widely 

observable (Ngwenya; 

Naidoo; Odendaal, Personal Communication, April 7; April 8; May 31, 2022). Still, the modes of 

engagement with circular practice are there and have been for some time. They are also unlikely 

to disappear and seem to be an important component of township life. The assemblage shown 

in figure 4 reflects how township resid ents 14 act as customers to repair shops 17 and second -

hand product 16 sales through specific modes that make up township markets 13. It also displays 

how, through the building of circular skills 11, township residents 14 are able to deploy repair, 

reuse and remanufacturing as means of income and entrepreneurship. Notably, recycling in the 

form of waste picking 12 is left out from this assemblage. This is arguably the largest recognisable 

R-practice exhibited in townships, however it also operates within its own discernible industry. 

It is therefore a separate assemblage, though strongly connected to township circular practices, 

and explored in 4.2.4. An overview of all R-strategies can be seen in Box 2 after this chapter.  

Ms Booi, Mr Majola and Ms Joka are all members of a community centre for the elderly in 

Khayelitsha, Cape Town. They meet daily in the local centre, a lively and welcoming space, to 

share food, conversation and activities. One such activity is the making of bags, purses and other 

decorative items combining Xhosa beadwork and circular skills 11. The group collects ring pulls 

from discarded cans and weaves them into the items they make. They talk of how they have been 

doing this for some years and how township craftwork 10 is an important activity for them, both 

Figure 4: Observable township circular practices assemblage 
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because of the gratification in purposefulness and in making money for the community centre. 

The items are sold through their own social networks; to friends and neighbours. Before the 

Covid-19 pandemic they had a space in Khayelitsha mall, however this is now gone and sales 

have reduced. The interior relationship with real and virtual township markets 13 is key to their 

remanufacture activities, which supports an important community meeting place. The circular 

skills 11 needed to make the items are learned through a combination of skill building programs 

from local organisation Ikamva Labantu, and generational skills passed between residents. 

Ikamva Labantu introduced the idea of using ring pulls to make bags, and taught the members 

how to sew them in. The sewing and design skills of members have combined with this to create 

new patterns and items using a combination of Xhosa beadwork and recycled items. The three 

talk proudly of the things they make and tell of their desire to share these skills. Mr Jackson says 

Ùyou must always have two hobbiesÚ obcboofkd ql elt lqebop fk qeb `ljjrkfqv pelria ib^rn 

these skills and use them to make money (Booi, Joka & Majola, Personal Communication, April 

12, 2022).  

Ms Booi, Mr Majola and Ms Joka talk of how second -hand products 16 are a common commodity 

in the community, mostly referring to the sale of second-hand clothes, accessories and 

household items. In some cases, individuals also experiment with materials in the creation of 

new clothing products, however this is limited by access to technologies to do so. Basic tools 

such as sewing machines are less common in townships and may restrict material 

experimentation (Ngwenya, Personal Communication, April 7, 2022). The sale of these items is 

through an interior relationship with township markets 13, in physical spaces and door-to-door 

sales. Ms Booi is quick to mention that it is mostly women who engage in this work, and they do 

so when opportunities are shared by friends and family; new stock availability, new areas to sell, 

individuals expanding their businesses. The problem is that these opportunities seldom come 

around and seemingly occur in the same ways. The three report that there is little 

experimentation with products, or the creation of new ideas such as their ring pull bags. ÙIf 

people want to learn, they can come and learn from usÚ pq^qbp .p +lh^ cfojivÁ In general, they 

feel that more circular skills 11 are slowly emerging in the community. Maybe, because there are 

less jobs these days, or maybe because programs like Ikamva Labantu are reaching more 

people. However, the introduction of these skills relies on external input, before forms of 

township co-learning lead to their circulation , reflecting an exterior relationship. Ms Joka talks 

of her nephew who has been working in a shoe repair shop 17 for four years now. He learned from 

a family friend who is now his boss and hopes to open his own shop soon. In the townships, 

people learn from each other, and take pride in doing so. The manner in which Ms Booi, Mr Majola 

and Ms Joka talk of second -hand product 16 sales, repair shops 17 and their own township 

craftwork 10 is wholly positive. For them, this type of work has the potential to uplift people and 

provide self-employment while connecting them to their community (Booi, Joka & Majola, 

Personal Communication, April 12, 2022). 

It seems that for many Khayelitsha township  residents 14, repair shops 17, second -hand 

products 16 and township craftwork 10 are noticeably present. However, the array of these 

practices is fragmented and sporadic. Mr Vuyni, a homeowner and resident of I-section, talks of 

how there is a man in his community that has an appliance repair shop 17, fixing things like TVs 

and radios. However, he does not know the man, nor where to find him and reports that he has 

never used his services. Instead, he refers to when his washing machine broke and he bought a 

new one, selling the old to local scrap collectors (Vuyni, Personal Communication, April 12, 

2022). Mr Cannon, a resident of the same area, reports a similar rarity to repair and 

remanufacture activities. Though he highlights an interior relationship with those who own 
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repair shops 17 and others who sell second -hand products 16, he states that these activities are 

not widespread in Khayelitsha. Perhaps in Mitchells Plain or Philippi there might be more. In fact, 

Mr Cannon talks of how conversations around waste, recycling and circularity are very rare. Ùthis 

is the first time I am sitting down with someone and talking about thisÚ eb pq^qbpÁ &sbk fk 

community meetings and discussions, there is little on what can be done with local waste, or 

what can be made. Mr $^kklk p^vp Ùthe idea of discussing the waste problem and making 

pljbqefkd lc qe^q e^p kbsbo `ljb rmÚÁ He recalls there once was a man in the community that 

made small go-karts from scrap metal and cans, selling these at traffic lights to passing cars. 

Why this man did not sell his wares in township markets 13, is curious (Cannon, Personal 

Communication, April 12, 2022). There is perhaps a limitation of the township market 13 space 

to facilitate  the growth of circular practices. The man who made the go-karts sold to passing 

cars, not to township residents 14, because the purchasing needs of township communities are 

specific to the form of life. In Khayelitsha Mall with my guide, Happy Boy, some could be seen 

selling second-hand products 16. The form of which seemed to be the same: clothes, 

accessories and homewares. The breadth of engagement with circular practice is perhaps 

bound by the opportunities for township residents 14 to operate beyond township markets 13. 

Though, small glimpses of creative reuse are there, such as in figure 5. 

 

Figure 5: An old bucket and board are used as a basketball hoop in Khayelitsha (source: authorØs collection) 

In addition to market access, the restricted breadth of circular practices in townships is also 

attributed to a limited number of circular skills 11available to township residents 14. Ms Majola, 

a Sanko Chairperson for Khayelitsha q^ihp lc elt Ùthe motivation is there but there are no toolsÚÁ 

She thinks that more people would engage with circular practices, if they knew how to repair 

items or make new products from waste. She feels the community leaders have failed in this 

regard. They look to existing forms of employment to generate work for everybody. But of course 

this cannot work. There is not enough exploration of how to build circular skills, so that people 

can change their practices. As Ms Majola puts it, Ùif you want to change a person you ̀ ^kØq grpq 

tell them to change, you must say how. At the end of the day, they must always be able to put 

food on the tableÚ (Majola, Personal Communication, April 11, 2022).  

Offering another reason for a lack of observable circular skills 11in the community, Ms Sidianan 

talks of historical dynamics, once a politician with the Independent Democrats and having 

worked under former Pan Africanist Congress member Patricia de Lille. She talks of how she 

used to be involved with recycling and community gardening programs in her community in 






































































