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A B S T R A C T   

This article explores how place-based learning and the development of landscape literacies unfold in a place 
suffused with a complex set of risks resulting from inter-operating and intersecting sociohistorical, political and 
environmental factors. By analysing assemblages of images and accompanying texts produced through a pho
tovoice process undertaken by co-researchers in an informal settlement in South Africa’s Cape Flats, we show 
that residents are embedded in an ongoing process of embodied place-connectedness that has extensive peda
gogical impact. We suggest that the learning that takes place in this harmscape may enable residents’ survival at 
the cost of allowing for either hope or the possibility of transformative change.   

1. Introduction 

The decolonial and posthuman turns in social and human 
geographical research have seen a welcome increase in the valorisation 
of indigenous and local knowledges (Barker & Pickerill, 2012; Briggs 
and Sharp, 2004; le Grange, 2017; Mercer, Mohan & Power, 2003; Rice 
& Burke, 2018), along with a recognition of the pedagogical affect of 
place and landscape (Gruenewald, 2003; Gruenewald, 2014). In the 
following, we continue the development of these ideas by connecting 
them with the concept of harmscapes (Berg and Shearing, 2018), which 
we use to describe the landscapes of intersecting risk and harm that 
persist in climate-stressed, precarious regions such as South Africa’s 
Cape Flats. We operationalize these concepts by putting them to work 
within a Deleuzian perspective on both learning and assemblages in an 
analysis of photographs taken by co-researcher residents in one settle
ment in this region, Sweet Home Farm. 

Proponents of local knowledges and place-based approaches, and 

place-based learning in particular, highlight the ways in which place can 
benefit research, policy and action: 

Place in other words, foregrounds a narrative of local and regional 
politics that is attuned to the particularities of where people actually 
live, and that is connected to global development trends that impact 
local places’ (Gruenewald, 2003, p. 3). 

According to Gruenewald (Gruenewald, 2014), ‘[e]ach one of us is a 
product of a lifetime of environmental and cultural education that in
cludes our embodied experience of places’ (p. 147). Although the term 
“place” has been used in different ways (e.g., Agnew, 1987; Ingold, 
1993; Massey, 2008; 2012), a significant amount of recent scholarship in 
the area (e.g., Barker & Pickerill, 2020; Burgh & Thornton, 2021; Butler 
& Sinclair, 2020) aligns with the two conceptualizations put forward by 
Johnson (2012): 
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first, place as a way of understanding, knowing and learning about 
the world; and second, as the embodied location of everyday struggle 
for meaning; political, cultural and economic. (n.p.) 

These scholarly moves are critical to achieve a much-needed de- 
centring of Western thinking that has largely followed the traditions of 
the Enlightenment in not only setting up a particular form of scientific 
method as the only true path to knowledge generation, but also in 
attempting to expunge emotion from human rationality and decision- 
making. 

The value of local, place-based learning and knowledges has often 
been raised in research relating to indigenous peoples in lands colonized 
by the historical powers of the Global North. In such contexts, re
searchers are encouraged to ‘[read and understand] places as political 
texts within Indigenous peoples’ daily struggles’ (Johnson, 2012, np.). 
Similarly, Somerville (2007) suggests that ‘place, that is, both a specific 
local place and a metaphysical imaginary place’ can present ‘an alter
native lens through which to construct knowledge about the world’ (p. 
149). She also describes how place learning has three key characteris
tics. It is ‘necessarily embodied and local’; it communicates our rela
tionship to place through stories and representations; and it involves ‘a 
contact zone of contested place stories’ (p. 153). 

At the same time, others have described a phenomenon of “non- 
place” or “placelessness”, seeing a disconnection between humans and 
their sociohistorically constituted physical and natural environments as 
a primary characteristic of the modern Western condition and as 
responsible for a profound loss of access to the knowledges inscribed 
within those environments (see, e.g., Arefi, 1999; Augé, 2009; Casey, 
1993; Relph, 2008). This can be linked to work on the impact of climate 
change on connections to place (Devine-Wright and Quinn, 2020) and 
on the role of relationships to place in shaping engagement with climate 
change (recently reviewed in Nicolosi & Corbett, 2018). 

We believe that, as part of the process of de-centring Western 
thinking, it is crucial that we recognize not only the power of place and 
landscape to shape human actions and generate local knowledges, but 
also how place and landscape are and have been produced by real and 
irreversible sociohistorical pathways. The (human, social and ecolog
ical) world remains riddled with inequalities of resources, agency and 
possible futures, which have been arrived at through the complex in
teractions of many factors and influences, but which are nevertheless 
real. The pedagogical affects of places are thus also not evenly distrib
uted or uniformly positive. In certain sociohistorically produced envi
ronments, rather than seeing the development of placelessness or non- 
place, it may be that the knowledges generated through embodied 
experience of landscape and country can be destructive or contribute to 
exacerbating inequalities. 

One such context may be the informal settlements that increasingly 
surround major cities of the Global South (Carrilho & Trindade, 2022; 
Satterthwaite et al., 2020). Resulting from population growth, rural-to- 
urban migration, inward migration from neighbouring countries and 
regions, and growing economic inequalities, informal settlements are 
growing in both number and overall population. Informal settlements 
are mostly built on land that has previously been designated as unsuit
able for development and that offers little possibility for productive 
agricultural (or other) work. They often lie outside the sphere of local 
authority provision of the basic services that urban residents expect, but 
have some of the characteristics of urban centres, including competitive 
economies of space. In the informal settlements of the Cape Flats region 
of South Africa (Cinnamon & Noth, 2023), the pre-existing environ
mental hazards associated with the local topology, geography and 
climate are exacerbated by the current global Climate Crisis. South Af
rica is already experiencing clear consequences in terms of changed 
weather patterns (Ziervogel et al., 2014), leading to disrupted rainfall 
patterns, more frequent and more extreme flood events, and more 
frequent and prolonged periods of drought and high temperatures. Such 
changes are also impacting the ability of rural populations to continue 

farming, driving further inward migration. On top of this, the Covid-19 
pandemic created significant unemployment and financial insecurity, 
driving ever-greater numbers of people out of expensive, relatively well- 
provisioned housing and into informal settlements. 

These factors combine with South Africa’s complex sociopolitical 
history, including the legacies of colonialism, the racist apartheid 
regime in place for much of the second half of the 20th century and the 
influence of competing tribal, ethnic and cultural interests. Together 
with the effects of weak post-apartheid governance (e.g., Ferreira & 
Signé, 2014; Haque, Lemanski & de Groot, 2021; Koelble & Siddle, 
2018), these combine to create a socioenvironmental landscape that 
might best be characterised as an Anthropocene harmscape (Berg & 
Shearing, 2018; Simpson, Shearing & Dupont, 2019). Berg and Shearing 
(2018) first used the term harmscape in discussing alternative concep
tions of crime and the governance of crime, in a South African context. In 
that work, they described the emergence of 

a proliferation of both old and new harms that disregard fixed 
boundaries—temporal, spatial, and conceptual—and where new 
landscapes of local and global harms or what we have coined 
harmscapes (for instance, the hypothesized multifarious harms 
associated with climate change) further challenge our un
derstandings of “safety” and the conventional notions of discrete 
public and private entities producing public and private goods, (p. 
75) 

The idea of the harmscape is introduced to shift the starting point of 
governance approaches to crime ‘by focusing on the social causes of 
harms or the “big problem” rather than only on individual agency or 
“the smaller problem” of finding who committed the crime and assign
ing blame accordingly’ (pp. 78–9). A harm-focused approach is intended 
to change the triggers for the mobilization of state resources – here, in 
the form of 

its criminal justice assemblage … [that] … operates as a governing 
pathway that can be mobilized by victims seeking assistance in 
responding to harms they have suffered, provided these harms are 
crimes (p. 77). 

We suggest that not only is the notion of a harmscape a useful way of 
understanding the web of social, environmental, physical and economic 
risks that the inhabitants of some landscapes face, but that it also re
minds us that the purpose of identifying harms and the causes of harms 
is to mobilize resources and governance in order to assist those who are 
being harmed. 

In the following, we aim to bring a Deleuzian perspective into con
versation with the notions of place-based learning, landscape literacies 
and harmscapes. We seek to do this through both a conceptualisation of 
learning as grounded in repetition and difference, and through an 
assemblage analysis approach to photographic images and accompa
nying texts produced by local co-researchers as part of a larger project 
that aimed to explore local experiences of and responses to climate- 
change-exacerbated environmental risks in marginalised settlements in 
the Cape Flats. The larger project enrolled local participants in a series of 
research activities including surveys (Ncube et al., 2023) and Digital 
Story Telling (Mpofu-Mketwa, Abrams & Black, 2023) in order to 
identify and articulate “resilience actions” that were presented to City 
officials and others as potential local priorities. In the present work, we 
use photographs generated in a photovoice activity explore the material 
landscapes in which these experiences and responses unfold. In so doing, 
we hope to understand the profound impact of place-based learning in a 
context where place comprises a complex harmscape, and thus to better 
understand and be able to act to change the nature of that harmscape. 

2. Sweet home farm: A watery harmscape? 

The photographs and accompanying texts analysed below were 
created by seven co-researcher residents in Sweet Home Farm in the 
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Cape Flats region of South Africa. The photographs were taken within 
and illustrate the Sweet Home Farm landscape. Sweet Home Farm 
(Fig. 1) is an informal settlement established in 1992 and bounded by 
two major highways and a railway track. The 2011 census estimated the 
population of Sweet Home Farm to be approx. 17,000 (certain to have 
increased now). The resident population is culturally and linguistically 
diverse. Work opportunities in and close to the settlement are extremely 
limited and unemployment is high (38 % in 2014). 

The Cape Flats overlay a shallow unconfined aquifer, and mean 
groundwater levels during the rainy winter season are often at the sur
face. This means flooding is a real problem in many informal settlements 
(Drivdal, 2016; Fox, Ziervogel & Scheba, 2023; Jordhus-Lier et al., 2019; 
Ziervogel et al., 2016). Sweet Home Farm is particularly vulnerable. The 
settlement is located 13 km from the coastline in a low-lying floodplain 
with a shallow water table. The area was originally agricultural land, 
then used as a dumping site for building rubble before being occupied by 
informal settlements residents (Pharoah, 2014). It is a natural wetland 
with many springs or sprees, as they are known locally. Heavy rains can 
fall during the winter season and, as the world’s climate changes, 
increasingly often at other times of the year too. Flooding is also driven 
by a rising water table in the winter months. Lack of drainage channels 
to direct the water away from the settlement makes the situation worse. 

The land it is built on has mixed ownership: some parts belong to the 
government whilst others are privately owned or are the property of 
Transnet (a national railway company) (Sacks, 2014). While some 
stormwater channels and drains have been installed by the City of Cape 
Town, their effectiveness is undermined by poor connectivity to the 
piped stormwater network system outside the settlement (University of 

Cape Town, 2019). In addition, waste collection services are extremely 
limited and frequently delayed. This leads to the accumulation of litter 
and piles of household waste (Drivdal, 2016). This waste mixes with run- 
off, household greywater and unmaintained sewers, creating stagnant 
pools between dwellings and blocking stormwater pipe in/outlets. 

It is not hard to see why the notion of an Anthropocene harmscape 
might be usefully applied in describing the Sweet Home Farm environ
ment. Viewing it as a space with no potentiality (Amin, 2013), the City 
as authority largely absents itself, with locals ‘forced to … create and 
fund their own environments through informal processes’ (Kotzen, 
2014, p. 2). Governance is left to those willing and able to exercise 
control. Residents experience the intersecting and inter-operating risks 
of poverty, crime, exclusion from the social and cultural resources of the 
wealthy and developed City of Cape Town, unemployment, flooding and 
public health issues (Swartz, Harding & De Lannoy, 2012). Here, we 
explore how place-based learning and the development of landscape 
literacies can unfold in such a place. 

3. A Deleuzian ontology of assemblage, difference and desire 

To explore place-based learning in this Anthropocene harmscape, we 
adopt a theoretical framework that allows for an integrated under
standing of both place-based learning and of the analysis described 
below. The framework draws on the philosophy of Deleuze (1994) and 
Deleuze and Guattari (1988), especially as described and operational
ised by Feely (2020) and Wilson (2021). It is based on the connections 
between difference, repetition and learning; and the related concepts of 
assemblage, lines of articulation and lines of flight. 

Fig. 1. Sweet Home Farm location.  
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Fig. 2a. Sweet Home Farm co-researcher photo assemblage.  
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Fig. 2b. Sweet Home Farm co-researcher photo assemblage continued.  
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Deleuze’s ideas about learning are perhaps a natural fit for discus
sions of place-based learning and the development of landscape liter
acies. In Deleuze’s (1994) work, he relates learning to experiences of 
difference and repetition, where difference is understood as a positive 
relationship rather than a lack or absence. Deleuze describes learning as 
taking place through three different types of synthesis arising from ex
periences of repetition and difference (Deleuze, 1994; Williams, 2013). 
The simplest of these is the passive synthesis exemplified by habit. This 
is the synthesis of a series of repeated actions or experiences, which 
might be related to learning in a continuous present. The second type of 
synthesis is that of pure memory, which creates relationships between 
temporally separated events: ‘it implies between successive presents 
non-localisable connections, actions at a distance, systems of replay, 
resonance and echoes, objective chances, signs, signals, and roles that 
transcend spatial locations and temporal successions’ (Deleuze, 1994, 
p83). Both passive syntheses arise from our capacity to notice or become 
aware of similarity within a repeating but varying series of similar 
events, observations or experience. In contrast, Deleuze’s third type of 
synthesis relies on pure difference: ‘[i]t is a synthesis that produces a 
break, that erases the past and creates the possibility for a radically 
different future’ (Wilson, 2021, p.909). 

In Deleuze’s ontology, an assemblage is a collection of humans and 
things through which knowledge, desire and energy can flow. What 
connects elements into an assemblage is affect – that is, capacity to affect 
or be affected: an assemblage can be understood as a ‘confluence of el
ements in affective relationship to each other which changes their states, 
and their ability to act’ (Fox, 2015, p.306). Such confluences may come 
together only fleetingly; they may persist longer but with changing in
ternal relationships or dynamics; or they may achieve significant degree 
of stability and longevity. In the following, the concept of assemblage 

applies on many inter-operating levels, including to describe: the col
lections and connections of our co-researchers and the physical objects 
and features in their environments; the collections of photographic im
ages and texts created by our co-researchers; and the connections be
tween distanced researchers and the images and texts in the process of 
analysis. 

The dynamics of knowledge and affect circulating within these as
semblages can be understood using the notions of lines of articulation 
and flight, or the related notions of striated and smooth spaces (Deleuze 
& Guattari, 1988). These help to understand why knowledge and affect 
can flow easily between some elements of an assemblage but are perhaps 
blocked or lost between others. Lines of articulation are like deep 
grooves or striations worn into a surface; they may allow easy passage 
from start to end point, but they constrain and direct. They are associ
ated with repetition. Lines of flight, in contrast, occur when the space 
being traversed is smooth and the direction of travel therefore more 
unpredictable and more uncontrolled. They are associated with differ
ence and differentiation (Deleuze & Guattari, 1988; Dewsbury, 2011; 
Martin & Kamberelis, 2013). That is, lines of articulation can be asso
ciated with the first and second, passive syntheses. They may be pro
duced by repeated experiences, social norms, our own past histories, and 
any forces that lead us to respond to an experience in a constrained way. 
In contrast, lines of flight may be created by the uncertainties and 
contingencies that give opportunities to respond in new and unexpected 
ways – to experience the third type of synthesis. 

4. Creating place-based image-text assemblages 

As noted above, the data described here were generated as part of a 
larger project that aimed to ‘mobilize local knowledges’ through 

Fig. 3. John’s photograph, “Houses on water”.  

A. Wilson et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



Geoforum 147 (2023) 103914

7

‘democratic’ co-research processes (UKRI, n.d.). This stage of the project 
was conceptualised as a form of photovoice, a method that has been 
increasingly used in participatory action research with marginalized 
communities (Sutton-Brown, 2014). It also has resonances with body/ 
place journal writing (Somerville, 2011), a process that seeks to ‘creates 
a space between grounded physical reality and the metaphysical space 
of representation’ (Somerville, 2007, p.150) and which thus has the 
potential to bridge different disciplines and ways of thinking in was that 
are ‘imperative in addressing questions about human interventions in 
ecological systems’ (ibid.). 

In this case, seven community-based co-researchers were asked to 
use digital photography to describe their experiences of local flooding. 
In the following, the co-researchers are identified by either their first 
names or pseudonyms: Amanda, Anele, John, Ncebakazi, Nobuntu, 
Nomtha and Themba. The co-researchers had been recruited earlier in 
the project and had already participated in a Digital Storytelling process 
in which they had been asked to recount a particular flood event. They 
were now given digital cameras and asked to take photos in their 
neighbourhoods that explored their experiences of and responses to 

recurrent flooding. Specifically, they were asked to document causes, 
factors that increased or decreased risk or damage, and factors that 
helped or hindered recovery following an inundation. In the prior Dig
ital Storytelling process, they had been explicitly asked to reflect on the 
lessons they had learned from the episode they had chosen to narrate, 
thus although “learning” did not figure in the guidance for the photo
voice process, it formed part of the background of the project. 

After a period of seven days during which the co-researchers took 
photographs in Sweet Home Farm, they attended a participatory 
workshop facilitated by members of the project team who worked for 
the local NPO “Sustainable Livelihoods Foundation” and who had been 
coordinating fieldwork across the project. During the workshop, the co- 
researchers were asked to select up to 30 of the photographs they had 
taken and assemble them into an “album” including titles and captions 
for each image. In this paper, our focus is on the insights that an analysis 
by a distanced researcher of the resulting assemblage of approximately 
200 images and texts can offer into the embodied, continuous place- 
based learning experienced by residents of Sweet Home Farm. The 
project’s focus on flood events inevitably shapes this assemblage into a 

Fig. 4. Amanda’s photograph, “Blocked drains”.  
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partial and thematic account of the landscape literacies being developed 
by residents: nevertheless, a powerful pedagogy of place emerges. 

5. Analysis 

We take as our starting point the challenges inherent in attempting to 
adopt a decolonial stance while simultaneously adopting the position of 
expert, distanced researcher. The lead author, who was largely respon
sible for this analysis, lives and works in the Global North, employed as 
an academic in a Russell Group university (the self-proclaimed leading 
universities in the UK). Although several of her co-authors have, she has 
not been to – let alone lived in – Sweet Home Farm. We therefore 
deliberately sought an approach that would enable such a literally and 
metaphorically distanced researcher to develop valid and perhaps useful 
knowledge and understandings of experiences that she has not shared. 

To achieve this, we build on previous work using assemblage anal
ysis approaches (Feely, 2020; Wilson, 2021). Underpinning such ap
proaches is a recognition that assemblages (co)operate at several levels 
in the research process. On one level, multimodal texts such as the 

albums created by each co-researcher are themselves assemblages of 
images and written texts that connect different places, times and expe
riences and through which currents of knowledge and affect flow. On 
another level, when brought together, these individual assemblages 
network into something that is more than (or different to) a collection of 
the different parts, as new connections form across collections and new 
series of repetition and difference emerge. On yet another level, as
semblages are formed between researcher-image-text and between 
researcher-images-texts as individual researchers engage with individ
ual and aggregated images. When assemblages include researchers who 
are not already familiar with the subjects of the images and texts, the 
knowledge flowing within them is likely to take on different forms and 
dynamics as the researcher brings their own cultural resources into play 
in acts of interpretation, analysis and judgement. 

The assemblage analysis approach developed here largely draws on 
Wilson (2021)’s work on assemblage analysis of images, which in turn 
drew on elements of visual social semiotics (Jewitt and Oyama, 2001). 
This approach involves spending time with the images that had been 
generated by the co-researchers, during which the researcher 

Fig. 5. John’s photograph, “Leaking tap”.  
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experiences three stages or modes of engagement: becoming sensitive, 
becoming affected and becoming analytical. In the first of these modes, 
the researcher becomes sensitive or attuned to repetitions and differ
ences. In the second, she allows the images and written texts to affect her 
– that is, to exercise their power to affect – in an acknowledgement that 
the human/mammalian emotions that are produced in that affective 
interaction are important elements of learning. In the third mode, the 
researcher attempts to trace the complex and intertwining influences 
that lead to interpretations and new understandings. Although mode 3 is 
inevitably preceded by modes 1 and 2, this is neither a linear nor irre
versible process, as new elements of the images increase in salience and 
new affective response arise in response to new configurations. 

In the following sections, we explore how repetitions and differences 
between and among the image-text-assemblages reveal lines of articu
lation and flight as the residents of Sweet Home Farm, including the co- 
researchers themselves, are taught by and learn within this pedagogi
cally powerful place. 

5.1. Analysing image-assemblages 

Images selected by the seven co-researchers for inclusion in their 
albums are shown together in Figs. 2a and 2b. 

In the first mode of the assemblage analysis, we – the distanced re
searchers – note repeated patterns of content, layout and colour, 
becoming sensitive to the repetitions and differences within the series of 
images. The images show roads and paths, buildings and open ground; 
some include people, and a small number show the interiors of build
ings. They are dominated by two colours: greyish browns and blues. The 
greyish browns are the colours of mud and dirt – unpaved roads, earth 
backyards, construction materials including wood and rusty zincs, and 
pools of murky water. The blues are dominated by the bright, cerulean 
blue of a cloudless South African sky. However, as our sensitivity in
creases, we become aware also of the characteristic blue of chemical 
toilet units and communal taps, and then again of the lighter blue of 

refuse sacks, all provided by the City of Cape Town authority. 
What strikes hardest, though, and triggers the strongest and most 

complex affective responses and so also the second mode of analysis, is 
the almost ubiquitous rubbish. The landscape is strewn with litter and 
waste, half-submerged in standing water, piled up next to containers or 
consigned to an open dumping ground. There is no escaping a feeling of 
disgust. The captions written by the co-researchers to accompany im
ages featuring this detritus indicate that this bodily response is shared 
and that, for them, disgust mingles with loss of dignity, frustration and 
resentment: 

This container is supposed to be used to put some garbage but 
sometimes people just throw their rubbish outside because the 
container is locked. Even when it is open it is not even easy to go 
close to it as there is so much garbage around. How can you walk on 
top of that? When it rains, the movement of water is blocked by this 
mass of garbage, and it pools all around the outside. This is in a place 
with lots of houses. (Nomtha) 
This water turned to be black with plastics, papers and tires but we 
staying still on this mess. It’s hard and its disaster, it’s even dirtier 
now. These are the things we face after the disaster. Outside we 
breathe bad smell and it’s been long like this and there’s no change. 
(Nobuntu) 

As well as the mixture of waste and water, the images highlight the 
flimsiness of residents’ homes and reveal a place in which external and 
internal, domestic environments are never truly separate. Filthy water 
lies in close proximity to floors, furniture, clothes and kitchens. The 
disgust experienced by the distanced researcher turns rapidly into a 
rising sense of outrage at such visible inequality, coupled with irony as 
the rubbish builds up on her own city’s streets as a result of industrial 
action by refuse workers. 

Fig. 6. Nomtha’s photograph, “Sweet Home Farm is a joke to prove political ideas”.  
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5.2. Developing literacies of landscape hazard 

Continued engagement with the images leads to the third mode of 
assemblage analysis, in which meanings start to emerge. 

The repeated images of roads and paths are illustrations of routes 
that should enable the movement of people and transport of goods, but 
that instead are transformed, even in this bright sunshine, into boggy 
barriers as the nature of this place as a wetland reasserts itself. This is not 
the rainy season. 

Fig. 3 shows a typical example of the series of images of wet roads, 
taken by John. The frequent inclusion of such images in the albums 
suggests that wet roads teach residents of Sweet Home Farm a certain 
kind of landscape literacy, summed up in John’s caption to this image: 

The water here come from underneath the ground. These are brick 
houses in the developed area but still the water is coming through. In 
winter this becomes a difficult street to walk on as it becomes filled 
with water. (John) 

Everywhere, taps drip, water seeps from broken pipes and drains are 

blocked by solid waste, adding to the spring or spree waters that rise 
naturally to the surface of what should perhaps be a storm pond rather 
than a settlement. And everywhere, there is rubbish. Dozens of images 
focus on rubbish – filling ditches and drains, piled around bins and the 
haulage containers provided by the City authorities in the absence of a 
domestic waste collection, covering an area of ground used as an open 
dump. Fig. 4 shows a representative image from this series, taken by 
Amanda: 

As Amanda’s caption to this image indicates, this waste-strewn 
landscape teaches lessons about the relationship between waste and 
flooding: 

Drains that are overflowing due to the disposing of nappies, food and 
bricks increases the risk of having floods in Sweet Home Farm. 
(Amanda) 

For some, this awareness leads to a dynamic of responsibilization and 
blame, as is evident in captions to other images that focus on rubbish. 
For example, Themba states that: 

Fig. 7. Amanda’s photograph, “Bricks and cement”.  
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Community members are blocking the drains by throwing dirty stuffs 
and when water can’t flow to the drains, it will come to their houses 
and fill the roads. (Themba) 

John goes a step further: 

The waste removal services are doing their best, but the people of 
Sweet Home Farm are not educated about waste. There is this stigma 
of people, if I am a cleaner it is okay for someone else to throw things 
around, because they think they are creating a job for me. It is just 
stupidity. (John) 

In a connected series, dozens more images focus on the chemical and 
portable toilets provided by the city in the absence of a waterborne 
sewerage system. Fig. 5 shows a photograph that combines the repeated 
series of leaking taps with the series of toilets. 

These images and their captions illustrate the development of land
scape literacies that recognise difficulties and dangers, as expressed by 
John’s caption to this image: 

The tap is not decreasing the chances of the water drying up. Going to 
the toilet is also difficult especially in winter. And it’s not healthy for 
people to be exposed to these conditions. People get sick and kids 
play in the dirty water. Running tummy, rash and skin problems 
affect the kids. (John) 

Captions to other images from this series reveal an awareness of 
additional risks and dangers: 

As you see the green house has dirty water in front of it. The water is 
mixed with sewage and urine. People of this house are in trouble 
because they are being attacked by big rats and mosquitoes bother 
them. And when there is a flood the water floods all over the house. 

The rats are very big. When they come to the house they eat furni
ture, clothes and our food. When the rats are inside your house, you 
cannot sleep as they are making a noise. When you are asleep, the rat 
will gnaw on you. The babies are also in danger. I am afraid of the 
rats. They are very big. (Anele) 
Most of the taps on the streets are leaking. No one is looking after 
them. Even the community does not take care of the taps although 
the water supply is helping them. As a result, there is always mud and 
mosquitoes around them. That is challenging because it affects the 
children mostly. They must play on the streets because there is no
where else for them to play. We do have a high rate of sick children 
with scabies and different skin problems, and many tuberculosis 
cases in the area (Nomtha) 

Here, Anele makes it clear that she has learned to fear her own place 
and Nomtha demonstrates how the physical hazards in Sweet Home 
Farm have taught her to feel not only unsafe but abandoned and uncared 
for. This learned lack of trust is further expressed in Nomtha’s title and 
caption for an image (shown in Fig. 6) that illustrates the intersection 
between the two series, waste and toilets, “Sweet Home Farm is a joke to 
prove political ideas”: 

In the olden days we use to have a flushing toilet system due to 
tendering. The City of Cape Town demolished those toilets and have 
taken us back to Mshengu and the Bucket System. The city gives 
Tender of Cleaning to their favourites. As a result, they hire their 
friends and girlfriends using nepotism. Now our area is very dirty as 
if there are no cleaners. (Nomtha) 

Fig. 8. Anele’s photograph, “People throwing the rubbish”.  
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5.3. Learning to use technologies of mitigation 

The images also show how the pedagogies of this landscape of water 
and waste have taught residents to construct makeshift technologies. A 
short trench snakes across a few meters of ground, going nowhere. 
Wooden pallets and slabs are used to bridge trenches and foetid water. 
Builders’ rubble forms stepping stones across now-dry sand. Stained 
pieces of carpet are future sponges, anticipating the next inundation. 

Another series highlights potential points of ingress of water into 
homes: these images focus on roofs, windows, doors and the lines where 
zinc walls meet earth. These show how residents have learned to use 
technologies of mitigation against the rising and falling waters. Many 
images, represented here by Amanda’s photograph shown in Fig. 7, 
show shacks raised using cement, builders’ rubble, rocks from the 
nearby railway track and even tyres. 

As Amanda’s caption to this image illustrates, this is a lesson learned 
from repeated experience: 

I have experienced floods at my business. I used the cement and 
bricks to put my salon on a higher level, and made some stairs to 
avoid being the victim of floods again. (Amanda) 

Another series of images shows how residents have learned to seal 
gaps with sails, plastic sheets, cement and even blue plastic City-issued 
refuse sacks. As Nobuntu explains in one caption, ‘We try by all means to 
close where it’s necessary.’ Tubs and buckets also lie at hand, for when 
attempts to seal interiors fail. 

5.4. Dynamics of mutual support and responsibilization 

Most of the photographs that make up the co-researcher-generated 

image-assemblage focus on landscape features – drains, ditches, 
dumps – rather than people. However, there are three series in which 
people are central. The first of these is the relatively short series of im
ages that show reconstruction. In these, people are shown working, and 
captions indicate the need for mutual support and aid. For example, 
Nomtha’s caption for one such image reads: 

Working together as the community help us a lot when a home is 
affected by floods. People come together and do something to save 
that family. It’s not difficult to collect sand, material and money and 
break down the affected house and build a safe house. This shows 
that only Ubuntu keeps us going in the area. (Nomtha) 

Thus although Nomtha expresses the clear expectation that the au
thorities will not help her, she retains faith in the possibility of support 
and recovery driven from within the community. 

However, the appearance of people is more often associated with 
dynamics of responsibilization. A longer series of images focuses on 
people throwing things out of buckets, as illustrated here in Fig. 8. 

Anele’s caption to this image encapsulates the sense expressed by 
many that it is their co-residents waste disposal habits that are to blame 
for at least some of their troubles: 

In this picture as you can see the sewerage and nappies. This problem 
of dirt and water mixing is caused by the people who are throwing 
the rubbish and dirty water here. Rainwater also adds to the prob
lem. This lady is adding to the problem. There is no channel for the 
water to flow away. (Anele) 

In a less well-developed but related series, people are also shown 
picking through rubbish by bins and in dumps, as in Fig. 9. 

As with the previous series, Ncebakazi’s caption to this photograph 

Fig. 9. Ncebakazi’s photograph, “Dumping sites”.  

A. Wilson et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



Geoforum 147 (2023) 103914

13

shows how the behaviour of others is thought to exacerbate flooding: 

‘If the community members can stop digging from the blue bags that 
are used to put rubbish because they make the rubbish to be all over 
the place that can decrease the flooding.’ (Ncebakazi) 

It is hard, though, for the distanced researcher to imagine where 
people should dispose of their waste, without adequate sewers or bins, 
regular rubbish removal and a domestic waste collection. 

5.5. Lines of flight? 

The series of images described above all seem to represent lines of 
articulation – patterns of behaviour and understanding that are rein
forced by each repetition, and sociomaterial features that constrain 
residents to limited possible response. However, a small number of 
images stand out as different from the assemblage of images as a whole – 
perhaps the beginnings of lines of flight, escaping the demanding lessons 
of life within Sweet Home Farm? 

The first of these is an image of houses rather than shacks: slab-built, 
along a tarred road, surrounded by electrical and light poles. This image, 
taken by Nomtha, is shown in Fig. 10. 

The captions reveals that it is of an unfinished housing development. 
These “formal” houses are alien elements in a crowded landscape of the 
makeshift and the ramshackle, perhaps holding out the hope of an 
alternative. However, as Nomtha’s caption makes clear, this is not the 
positive line of flight leading to escape from the hazardous conditions of 
Sweet Home Farm that might be hoped for: 

Development is what Sweet Home Farm needs the most. There are 
many poor unemployed people suffering under these bad conditions 
and raising children in these dirty areas. There is a lot of unfinished 
building of flats. Their condition is not satisfactory at all and the 
follow up needs to be done. Sweet Home is forgotten by government 

officials. They just remember us during Voting Time for us to vote - 
nothing more. (Nomtha) 

Thus this potential line of flight instead turns out to reinforce 
Nomtha’s sense of abandonment and lack of care. 

Two other images stand out from the assemblage, in part because 
they differ dramatically in colour and content. Both were taken by John, 
and one is shown in Fig. 11. They are striking in that they are turned 
outwards, facing away from the crowded shacks towards an almost 
idyllic looking pastoral scene. Sun shines on a calm stretch of silver 
water, surrounded by reeds and open stretches of grassland dotted with 
mature trees. The mountains are visible in the background, hazy beneath 
a light blue sky. 

These images stand out from the drab, brown, urbanized space of 
roads and buildings. They seem to offer a glimpse of a different life, 
where nature flourishes and well-being prevails. But John’s titles and 
captions quickly correct this misinterpretation: these images instead 
represent contested spaces and the conflicting needs of the city and 
residents. The image with the title “Playing field” has the following 
explanation as its caption: 

You may see a dam, but this place, this place holds high important 
[ce] to us the youth of Sweet Home Farm. This is our playing ground, 
our soccer field. With this year’s winter and the blockage of drains, it 
has really really affected us badly. Kids cannot play there, they have 
to be on the streets doing things that they are not allowed to do; 
smoke, ask for money come weekends they are drinking alcohol. It’s 
very very sad to see the youth go through this. In SHF, there is no 
facility that caters for the kids. Kids that are unactive may find ac
tivities in breaking the law. Kids are 30 % of the population of the 
country, but they are 100 % the future. Let’s prioritise them and their 
talents and nurture it. (John) 

The caption to the second image, shown in Fig. 11, expresses John’s 
concerns even more directly: 

Fig. 10. Nomtha’s photograph, “Unfinished development”.  
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A soccer field is very important to any community as kids express 
their talents and what they love doing. If they are not given the time 
to show their talent they will use their time for something else. We 
need this to be a soccer field, we need this not to be a dam! (John) 

6. Discussion 

The image-text-assemblages described here reveal the development 
of landscape literacies, and the experience of a form of place-based 
learning, that is a sharp counterpoint to the positive pedagogies of 
land described in Somerville’s seminal works on landscape literacies 
(Somerville, 2007; Somerville, 2013). In that work, Somerville describes 
the profound and positive relationship with land – and in particular, 
with the waters of the Narran Lakes in Australia’s Murray Darling Basin 
– that were central to the identity of her Aboriginal co-researcher and 
doctoral student, Chrissiejoy Marshall. She also asks the question, ‘How 
can places teach us about water?’ (2007, p. 153, original emphasis). 

Our analysis above suggests one particular way in which places can 
teach us about water. The image assemblages created by the co- 
researcher residents of Sweet Home Farm are characterised by repeti
tions and differences in colour, subject and arrangement. They reveal a 
landscape of water and trash, leaking taps and blocked drains, criss- 
crossed by technologies of mitigation and cohabitation. Within these, 
residents are inescapably engaged in what Johnson (2012) describes as 
‘being-in-place’ (n.p.) in a continuous act of engaged and active 
learning; the place they are within is confirmed as ‘profoundly peda
gogical’ (Somerville, 2013, p. 151). Together, the images reveal local 
landscape literacies that are being developed in relation to unwanted and 
dirty water. The formal project focus, explored in the previous Digital 
Storytelling activity, was recurrent flood events; but our co-researcher 

photographers independently and unanimously widened this to 
include the daily and ubiquitous presence of water, seeping up from 
springs and the low water table, dripping from taps, leaking from broken 
pipes and stagnating in undraining pools. The presence of water is a 
problem that is not going to disappear: as John explains in one caption, 
‘the problem remains: houses are built ON water’ (John). 

Indeed, in Sweet Home Farm, water has been transformed from life- 
giving to life-threatening. It saturates the already complex dimensions of 
Sweet Home Farm’s harmscape, making the inherent threats of poverty 
and inequality even more difficult to deal with. 

The image-assemblages also suggest that ‘[t]hrough place it is 
possible to understand the embodied effects of the global at a local level’ 
(Somerville, 2013, pp. 150-1). As the global issue of the Climate Crisis 
modifies weather and water levels and densifies, urbanizes and 
informalizes settlement, Sweet Home Farm presents a microcosm of the 
literal poisoning of our own environments. The image-text-assemblages 
reveal an embodied connection with place that Rose (2002, p. 311) 
describes as ‘ecological connectivity’, based on ‘dialogical interpene
tration between people and place’, but in which that interpenetration is 
not a source of benefit or wellbeing. The topology and geology of the 
land and increasingly frequent rains combines with poor-to-no drainage 
and sewerage infrastructure, inadequate-to-absent waste removal ser
vices and unsanitary local waste disposal practices to create an ever- 
present, foul stew of standing water and rubbish. The titles and cap
tions given to the images repeatedly include the word “dirty” – the water 
is dirty and green, the air is dirty, the whole area is dirty. 

These image-text assemblages also reveal perhaps unexpected dis
connections (or distorted connections) between place, inhabitants and 
nature. The blue skies that repeat throughout the assembled images in 
Figs. 2a and 2b are part of the backdrop to a Cape Town that often 

Fig. 11. John’s photograph, “The next Simphiwe Tshabalala can be discover here”.  
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presents itself as a place of nature and natural beauty. However, the 
greens of grasses, plants and trees are largely absent from Sweet Home 
Farm, and only figure significantly in images where the gaze is directed 
outside of the settlement. For residents in this settlement, nature is 
problematic rather than health-giving, encountered in the form of 
floods, wind, insects, dogs and rats. The data reveal Sweet Home Farm as 
a bounded, enclosed space – a highly localised harmscape that may be 
dramatically different to neighbouring spaces. 

7. Conclusions 

As noted above, local knowledges and place-based approaches, and 
place-based learning in particular, have frequently been put forward as 
beneficial to research, policy and action – that is, as largely positive and 
health-giving. Our analysis above demonstrates that powerful peda
gogies of place are not always uniformly positive. From the Anthro
pocene harmscape of Sweet Home Farm, residents have learned a 
variety of mitigation strategies, but as Nobuntu says in one caption, ‘It’s 
hard to live the life of floods’. Gruenewald (2003) describes how: 

places teach us about how the world works, and how our lives fit into 
the spaces we occupy. Further, places make us: As occupants of 
particular places with particular attributes, our identity and our 
possibilities are shaped (Gruenwald, 2003, p. 621) 

Although the pedagogies of this place have provided effective lessons 
in how to get by, repeated cycles of inundation, damage, repair and 
rebuilding take time, energy and resources that residents then do not 
have available for anything else. The very effectiveness of their learning 
confines them to lines of articulation that reinforce the status quo. It is 
because of this that local knowledges, which may be so strongly shaped 

by place, may not be enough to create change. In addition, it may be 
necessary for more distributed and varied knowledges to be networked 
with local ones, as we recognise distributed and varied responsibilities 
for the environmental, historical and political conditions that have 
created Sweet Home Farm and similar, risk-ridden places. As Gruene
wald (2003) states: 

If human beings are responsible for place making, then we must 
become conscious of ourselves as place makers and participants in 
the sociopolitical process of place making’ (p. 627). 

We suggest that in hazardous, precarious places such as Sweet Home 
Farm, consciousness of the sociopolitical process of place-making re
quires a recognition that some places may best be thought of as harm
scapes. This not only encourages us to identify the intersecting harms 
that inhabitants of such places face. Importantly, it also directs thinking 
towards the ways in which resources and governance need to be mobi
lized in order to assist those who are being harmed; and reminds us that 
what is really needed is the transformation of the harmscape into an 
ecologically health-giving space. 

As it is, residents of Sweet Home Farm may look outside for some
thing that might help develop a line of flight, but many are left 
despondent. We leave the last word Fig. 12 to Nomtha: 

As a community there is not much we can do to recover from the 
damage that is caused by flooding. It seems as if SHF never existed in 
the Western Cape map. I feel very bad when I think it’s almost 27 
years since Sweet Home Farm was established. (Nomtha) 

Fig. 12. Nomtha’s photograph, “It seems as if SHF never existed on the Western Cape map”.  
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