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Abstract
Eastridge is a low-cost housing development in Cape Town constructed and managed by the Cape
Town Community Housing Company, a state-owned but privately managed company. The residents
of Eastridge, most of whom have been living in their houses for 23 years, were recently declared
‘unlawful occupants’ in houses they expected to be the legal owners of years ago. Through a
protracted struggle to receive permanent legal title over their homes the residents of Eastridge
encounter the state in ways that are destabilising and violent at the same time as being intimate and
mundane. Using ethnographic and oral history data gathered from three households in Eastridge I
explore the ways in which families encounter and navigate the complex network of institutions, sites,
agents, and artefacts that make up the imagined ‘state’ (Wafer and Oldfield, 2015). I argue that these
everyday encounters with the state produce both the specific identity of the imagined state as well as
particular forms of citizen subjectivity. The aim of this paper is to contribute to a better understanding
of the landscape of political possibility through which citizens navigate by investigating the everyday
encounters between citizens and the state. This is done through an analysis of everyday practices of
homemaking, family relations, and getting by from day-to-day in a context of uncertainty.
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Introduction

In the bottom of a cupboard in Fatima1 and Kasim Isaacs’ bedroom there is a large plastic bag stuffed
with documents. Bills, contracts, lawyer’s letters, newsletters, hand-written notes, receipts,
booklets, and large wads of bank deposit slips. This bag of documents collected over almost two
decades offers a narrative of the Issacs’ relationship to their house and charts a halting, sometimes
slippery, transition from one subject position to the next: at somemoments citizens with entitlements
to state resources, at others ‘unlawful occupants’ with limited recourse to legal protection. One
morning Fatima and I sit on the couch in her living room and slowly sort through her small archive.
She has the pile of documents on her lap and hands me one document at a time telling me the story of
each one as she does so.

Fatima’s house is a 64 m2 maisonette in a housing development subsidised by the national
government. It was built by the Cape Town Community Housing Company (CTCHC) – a private
company founded by the City of Cape Town (CoCT) and the National Housing Finance Corporation
(NHFC) to provide low-cost housing on the city’s behalf. My engagements with the Isaacs family as
well as the Daniels and Hendricks families and a number of their neighbours over the course of
2 months, formed part of a collaborative research project2 exploring housing as a site of encounter
with the state. The aim of this paper is to contribute to a better understanding of the political
decisions that are available to urban residents – what I call the ‘landscape of political possibility’ –
and the ways in which citizens navigate this landscape by investigating everyday encounters
between these citizens and the state.

Despite this focus on large-scale institutions such as the state and citizenship, I have grounded
my analysis in the materiality of the Eastridge houses, the documents that relate to these houses, and
the everyday practices of homemaking, family relations, and getting-by from day to day. These
everyday details are a productive scale at which to engage with the complexity and ‘hugeness’ of the
state, and the similarly complex concept of citizenship, precisely because they are ordinary, minute,
and intimate. Focusing on the ordinary and the everyday allows us to see the ways in which the state
is made present in people’s lives, the ways people respond to this presence, and the ways the state
and citizenship are imagined and brought into being in relation to each other.

There is a broad body of literature that deals with housing policy and the everyday lived ex-
perience of housing in South Africa (Amin and Cirolia, 2018; Charlton, 2009, 2018; Cirolia, 2016;
Huchzermeyer, 2003; Lee, 2005; Lemanski, 2021; Mackay, 1999; Newton and Schuermans, 2013;
Ross, 2005). And there is also a conceptually rich literature on encounters between citizens and the
state (Benit-Gbaffou and Oldfield, 2011; Borges, 2006; Ismail, 2014; Leitner, 2012; Merrifield,
2012; Secor, 2007; Tuckett, 2015; Wafer and Oldfield, 2015; Wilson, 2017). I am interested to see
how the Eastridge case study, situated at the interface between these two bodies of literature, might
allow us to see housing as a site through which particular configurations of state power and
contextually unique citizen subjectivities emerge.

From potential homeowners to ‘unlawful occupants’: Documents,
houses, and shifting status

The oldest document Fatima and I can find in her pile is dated 30 June 1999. It is a letter welcoming
Fatima into the CTCHC’s housing scheme along with a savings card and an information brochure
that explains the operation of the scheme. The information brochure stipulates that in order to join
the housing scheme participants would have to prove their willingness and ability to make regular
instalment payments by first making six consecutive monthly payments into a savings account. The
monthly savings amount is based on the type of unit for which the beneficiary would like to apply. In
the case of the three families who participated in this research, they committed to paying R350 per
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month to qualify for a 64 m2, three-bedroom house with a few basic amenities. Other options ranged
from R50 to R250 for smaller houses without the additional amenities. Once the applicant has
successfully made six consecutive monthly savings payments they are then eligible to receive a
house.

The next document to come out of the pile, dated 31 August 1999, is a subsidy eligibility form
provided by the CTCHC. The housing subsidy system was initially introduced in 1990 and later
integrated into the Reconstruction and Development Plan (RDP) in 1994. Within this system a
project-linked subsidy is allocated to a developer to develop large numbers of standardised
minimum housing products on serviced sites (Huchzermeyer, 2001). The CTCHC was established
in May 1999 as a joint venture between the CoCTand the NHFC as a special purpose vehicle to fast
track the provision of subsidised houses and provide higher quality top-structures than those
produced under earlier policy frameworks where the focus was on providing a serviced site and
basic ‘starter home’. The approach of the CTCHC was to provide a subsidy-linked housing product
that required an additional monthly contribution from the potential homeowner to cover the ad-
ditional cost of the improved top-structure (Zweig, 2006). The subsidy eligibility form represented
hope and excitement for Fatima and her young family. It also facilitated a transition to the status of a
housing beneficiary – the first of many shifts in the subject position of the Issacs family relative to
the state project. Before this shift could happen, however, the form required Fatima to mobilise
another collection of documents and invoke another range of subject positions: ID books to au-
thenticate citizenship, marriage and birth certificates to authenticate the existence of a ‘family unit’,
and payslips to authenticate her relative poverty – in this case a household income of less than
R3500 per month.3

Next to come out of the pile is the instalment purchase agreement (IPA) that Fatima and Kasim
signed with the CTCHC. This document lays out the total purchase price of the house (R44 206,20),
the value of the housing subsidy (R18 400), the balance remaining on the purchase price (R25
806,20), the contract term for paying off this balance (60 months), and importantly, the monthly
instalment amount of R698,14. This instalment amount came as quite a shock to Fatima and Kasim
and many of their soon-to-be neighbours. When they signed up for the scheme they were told that
their monthly instalments would be close to the savings contributions they had been making into
their savings accounts. Indeed, the terms and conditions document attached to the IPA defines the
purchaser’s ‘savings record’ as follows:

‘“savings record” means that the purchaser has saved the savings amount over a period of not less than 6
(six) consecutive calendar months in amounts approximately equal to the instalments and has not made any
withdrawals from the savings amount’. (Emphasis added)

The instalment amount required from Fatima and Kasim according to the IPA is just less than
double the R350 they had been depositing into their savings account.

Readers may notice that 60 payments of R698,14 amounts to significantly more than the balance
remaining on the purchase price – R41 888,40 in total. None of the documents in Fatima’s archive
explicitly explain this, but it is likely that this discrepancy arises due to interest payable on the
outstanding balance on the house, which is effectively a loan to the beneficiary from the CTCHC.
Indeed, the IPA signed by the beneficiaries stipulates that:

‘The balance of the purchase price from time to time outstanding shall bear interest at a rate of 6 (six)
percentage points above the prime overdraft rate per annum…’

If historical changes in the prime interest rate are taken into account (South African Reserve
Bank, 2024) a rough calculation based on the terms outlined in the clause above provides a final
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outstanding balance of approximately R41,500.00 including interest and assuming regular pay-
ments are made. In discussion with the Isaacs, Daniels, and Hendricks families and their neighbours
none of them understood the IPA as a loan agreement and it appears that it was not made clear to
them that they would be responsible for paying interest on the outstanding balance on the purchase
price of their houses.

Resolving the question of the legitimacy of charging interest to low-income beneficiaries of state
subsidies is beyond the scope of this paper, except to point out the following two perspectives on this
issue: from one perspective the CTCHC is a private company that has made a significant investment
in the Eastridge development and is therefore entitled to recoup these debts in order to generate
revenue and continue with its mandate of building more low-cost houses (Mathiso, 2021). At the
same time, however, although the CTCHC is a private company, it was created by the CoCTand the
NHFC – both state institutions – and is currently funded and wholly owned by the NHFC. It is
therefore ‘a vehicle through which the State fulfils its obligations to give access to housing in terms
of section 26 (3) of the Constitution’ (Mathiso, 2021: 16). While the Housing Act (107 of 1997)
does not specifically mention restrictions on charging interest to low-income households, the
purpose of subsidised housing schemes are to grant housing ownership without the financial
burdens that would traditionally come from interest charges and to a market segment that is ex-
cluded from accessing formal housing credit.

One might ask at this point why so many of the Eastridge residents signed the IPAs when the
instalment amounts stated in these documents were so much higher than the R50 to R350 payments
they had been led to expect? But the Isaacs, Daniels, and Hendricks families described being scared
of losing a rare opportunity to own their own house in a context where many people never gain
access to formal houses of their own – this view is echoed in Anand et al. (2023) in their discussion
of the Eastridge development. So Fatima, Kasim, and their neighbours gritted their teeth, signed the
IPA, and committed to paying the larger instalments, afraid that if they did not they would lose their
chance at accessing a house.

Following the IPA, Fatima hands me an impressive wad of blue and white slips, each almost the
size of a cheque. They are bank deposit slips showing the date and the amount of each monthly
instalment payment made to the CTCHC since Fatima and Kasim moved into their house in 2001.
Fatima’s collection of slips represents the majority of payments she made on her house. The first
payment made on the 19th of April 2001, the month they moved in, was R738.29. The invoice she
had received from the CTCHC that month had demanded this amount rather than the R698,14 she
was expecting. The next few slips reflect payments of between R500 and R1075 – a significant
proportion of the household’s income considering that just over a year before they had to prove that
they earned less than R3 500 per month in order to qualify for the housing subsidy. In total, the
39 deposit slips that Fatima still has represent a total payment of R20 570,83 – not far off the
outstanding balance of R25 806,20 before interest is taken into account.

The slip for the payment made on the 18th of August 2003 shows a deposit of only R350. This
slip reflects a decision made by the residents of Eastridge to boycott what they thought were
unreasonably high instalment payments. The community collectively agreed to only pay the initial
amount indicated in the information booklets they received when they joined the CTCHC housing
scheme arguing that the increased amount stipulated in the IPAs was unfair, beyond the means of
many of the residents. Despite attempts by the CTCHC to negotiate more affordable instalment
terms the new terms still proved too onerous for the residents who continued to pay the original
savings amounts. A short while after these ‘affordability’ negotiations the residents received
lawyer’s letters from the CTCHC notifying them that they had been declared ‘unlawful occupants’
in their houses and would be liable for monthly payments of R1 500 for ‘damages’. Fatima has not
kept many of these invoices demanding damage payments explaining that after a while she stopped
keeping the invoices because they just made her worry.
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Each of the documents described above represents an ‘encounter’ between the Eastridge res-
idents and the state. Some encouraging and others destabilising. Using a literature of ‘encounters
with difference’ as their point of departure, Wilson (2017) and Leitner (2012) discuss how en-
counters are not merely the interactions between two discrete subjects with static, pre-existing
identities, but rather, intersubjective moments in which identities take shape in relation to each other.
Every mundane encounter with other subjects, objects, or institutions elicits affective responses that
are embodied and that interact and accumulate over time into dispositions and orientations that make
us who we are and guide how we will respond to future encounters (Ahmed, 2004). In the case of
Eastridge, the documents and the houses themselves, as technical tools of governance through
which the state exercises its authority and reinforces its legitimacy, are key sites of encounter where
both the state as an imagined entity and certain forms of citizen subjectivity are generated.

Each of the encounters described above – the application for a housing subsidy, the payment of
instalments, and the receipt of lawyer’s letters – elicit powerful emotional responses and bring about
a range of shifts in the subject position of the Eastridge residents relative to the state: from
beneficiary to potential homeowner, from homeowner to ‘unlawful occupant’. Each of these shifts
brings with it a range of emotional responses – hope, uncertainty, fear, and anxiety – and precipitate
a set of actions in response. As the Eastridge residents struggle to acquire secure tenure over their
houses, the state makes itself felt in their daily life both as a facilitator of access to socioeconomic
rights and as an obstacle to the proper realisation of these rights or, at the very least, as an absent duty
bearer reneging on its responsibility to protect its citizens. To cope with the uncertainties and
anxieties produced in these encounters, the Eastridge residents have developed a repertoire of
strategies and tactics for managing risk and asserting their claim to the houses that they see as
rightfully theirs.

Imagined states and imagined homes: The ordinary in contexts
of uncertainty

It is widely accepted in contemporary critical literature on the modern state that what we understand
as ‘the State’ is not a single discrete entity but rather an unconsolidated, polycentric, trans-local
constellation of institutions, sites, practices, agents, and artefacts (Gupta, 1995; Hansen and
Steputat, 2001; Hull, 2012a, 2012b; Wafer and Oldfield, 2015). There remains, however, a ten-
sion between what Hansen and Steputat (2001: 18) call ‘the myth of the state’ and the lived reality of
the state. The myth, put simply, is that the state is a coherent institution with a consistent set of
practices and rationalities that exercises its authority over a continuous territorial space contained
within recognised boundaries that separate it from other discrete and mutually recognisable states.

Developing knowledge on the state that does not reproduce the myth of a naturalised, coherent
state is made difficult for two reasons described by Gupta (1995). The first is that the ubiquity of the
state makes it almost invisible. The second is that ‘at the local level it becomes difficult to experience
the state as an ontologically coherent entity’ (Gupta, 1995: 384). Put simply, the state seems too
huge to comprehend and it is difficult to locate in the mundane spaces and at the minute scale of the
everyday. The concept of the ‘encounter’ described above is one de-naturalising approach to the
state that may help us locate the formation of the state in practices that occur outside of state bodies
themselves. By helping us to move beyond a model of reified identities, the encounter foregrounds
‘the contingent nature of identity, belonging and power’ (Wilson, 2017: 455). Seeing both citi-
zenship and the state as emergent processes and the product of unpredictable encounters allows us to
see the current forms of citizenship and the state as temporary, contingent configurations. This
understanding challenges the hegemony of the state and any claims to the inevitability of certain
structures of citizen-state interactions or distributions of power. In so doing, this approach heightens
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our sensitivity to emergent political possibilities and opens up space to imagine the world, the city,
the nature of the state, and the meaning of citizenship differently.

I propose that substantive elements of the state project and the corollary category of citizenship
emerge out of the mutually constitutive encounters between the practices, institutions, sites, agents,
and artefacts that form the coordinates of the state project and the everyday practices and mundane
spaces of the Eastridge residents. This proposition builds on Wafer and Oldfield (2015) who use the
‘encounter’ to frame their discussion of the post-apartheid South African State and its citizens. They
suggest that citizens and the state imagine one another into being and that the form that this imagined
entity takes is a product of encounters through time. Both the state and citizenship, according to
Wafer and Oldfield (2015: 2/3) are therefore ‘emergent empirical objects’. The state is a ‘project’
with no end point, ‘always in a state of becoming’. And citizenship, being a form of subjectivity that
is ‘related to the state project’, emerges in parallel with the imagination of the state (Wafer and
Oldfield, 2015: 3).

By way of an example of this imagining, Lemanski (2021: 936) describes how the state
‘imagines and plans for citizens primarily as infrastructure claimants, consumers and complainers’.
The centrality of infrastructure to the state’s imagination of what its citizens are makes the Eastridge
houses a useful anchor point for our analysis of citizen-state encounters as they ground the project of
the state in the ‘messy actuality’ of the everyday (Wafer and Oldfield, 2015). In her discussion of
‘infrastructural citizenship’, Lemanski (2018: 356) suggests that infrastructure, such as housing, is a
particularly pertinent point of encounter because such infrastructure is both ‘one of the primary
mediums through which citizens relate to the state’ and also ‘the primary way in which the state is
physically represented at the local scale’. Lemanksi (2018:365) makes the stakes of encounters with
infrastructure clear by suggesting that infrastructure can play a role in ‘creating and perpetuating (or
potentially challenging and overcoming) marginalization’.

In addition to the materiality of housing infrastructure we also need to focus on the affective
landscape that surrounds this infrastructure. Ismail (2014) explores some of the substantive effects
that emerge from citizen-state encounters in her research on protest and resistance in Cairo. Ismail
suggests that poor residents’ continued encounters with the state cultivate a particular set of
dispositions towards the state. The affective quality of each of these encounters gives each set of
dispositions its unique character. In the specific context discussed by Ismail these affective en-
counters produced ‘oppositional subjectivities’. The nature of a community’s accumulated past
experiences, the unique character of its disposition, opens up the possibility of some actions while
constraining the possibility of others. Understanding the nature of the everyday encounters between
urban residents and the state, suggests Ismail, is therefore central to understanding the political
possibilities that are opened up or constrained in peoples’ everyday ‘modes of inhabiting the city’
(Ismail, 2014: 258).

Here we come to the core ambition of this paper: to understand the landscape of political
possibility that is opened up or constrained by the everyday encounters between Eastridge residents
and various elements of the state project and thereby understand the infrastructure of political
decision-making and action within this community. To accomplish this, I will explore the residents’
experiences of house and home, their attempts to produce and maintain a sense of ordinariness in a
context of uncertainty, their material and affective engagements with the houses, and their frequent
encounters with the artefacts and practices of state bureaucracy.

Raw houses and dream houses

Our narrative started with the documents that the Eastridge residents have received and kept over the
years as these are central to the generation of both their immediate circumstances and their
subjectivities. Hull (2012a: 259) discusses the ‘generative capacity’ of documents, suggesting that
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they have the power to create things in the world. In the case of Eastridge, documents create both the
potential for homeownership, and its denial. They create the hope attached to the promise of a house
and the despair at the realisation that residents may never become homeowners. But documents are
not the only material embodiments of state power that bring things into being. The houses
themselves are generative in much the same way as documents. The houses create stability and
security in a context where formal employment is scarce, crime is rife and resources tight. They
create independence and autonomy and the ability to raise a family. They create a sense of personal
success, the possibility of creating one’s own dream home. And ultimately they create highly
localised forms of citizen subjectivity.

The promise made by the ANC of access to housing for all South African citizens during the
transition to democracy in 1994 gave the issue of housing a privileged position in the imagination of
what it meant to be a citizen in a free South Africa. Lemanski (2018: 357) captures the significance
of homeownership in the imagination of South African citizens, saying that ‘for many housing
beneficiaries there is significant symbolic association with becoming a citizen and receiving
ownership of a fully serviced state-subsidized house located in a city in which they were previously
considered a temporary sojourner’. An explicit link is drawn here between the physicality of the
house itself and one’s identity as a citizen. For the Eastridge residents, therefore, the prospect of
owning a house represents not only shelter and security but the fulfilment of a promise of democracy
and a sense of inclusion in the national community.

The Eastridge residents’ encounters with their houses have complicated the association between
housing and citizenship. To understand this we need to pay attention to what housing beneficiaries
imagine these houses to mean, and on what the state imagines it might achieve with these houses.
Charlton and Kihato (2006) discuss how in addition to meeting people’s basic needs post-apartheid
housing policy in the years leading up to the formation of the CTCHCwas largely structured around
the goal of alleviating poverty. Housing as a tool for poverty alleviation was crystalised in the
Breaking New Ground policy framework that presents the provision of subsidised housing as a tool
that ‘should address poverty alleviation, economic growth, improving the quality of life of the poor,
creating an asset for the poor and ultimately developing sustainable human settlements’ (Charlton
and Kihato, 2006: 257).

This framing of housing as a tool for economic growth has implications for the particular type of
citizen a state imagines and hopes to produce. As Lemanski (2021: 934) points out, across the globe
governments ‘use public housing as a tool to produce and discipline citizens’. Specifically, the
citizen for whom a house operates as an asset is imagined as an individualised, self-reliant economic
agent. And by providing people with subsidised houses the state is providing people with an asset
with which they can enter the capital market and embark on an individual project of economic
growth. As such, in the imagination of the state, the provision of a house does not only represent the
fulfilment – even if only partially – of the state’s obligation to provide for the basic needs of its
citizens, but also an end point of the state’s welfare obligation to its beneficiaries. Lemanski
summarises this dynamic as follows: ‘by subsidising homeownership, the state simultaneously
extends welfare provision by delivering the material and economic asset of owning a house, while
also retracting welfare by promoting individualised tenure and self-reliance via capitalist wealth
creation’ (Lemanski, 2021: 934). In this way, the provision of housing creates a form of mar-
ginalisation at the same time as representing a long-awaited acceptance into the community of
citizenship.

In addition to the very fact of the house and the shift in subjectivity that is imagined to accompany
homeownership, the generative capacity of the houses is as much a product of the aesthetic and
sensory experience of the materiality of the houses as it is a response to the legal or economic status
of (potential) homeownership (Larkin, 2013). The residents’ sensory experience of their everyday
material environment produces deeply affective responses that are central to the complex process
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through which the residents come to see themselves as citizens, as beneficiaries of an imagined state,
or as marginalised subjects abandoned by the state project and forced to make the best of an
uncertain situation. For example, when Yasmin and Imran Daniels first moved into their house they
were shocked by the poor quality of the construction. They described the Eastridge houses as raw
concrete shells. The walls were bare cement blocks that crumbled easily and the floors bare concrete.
There were no ceilings in the house and the cheap steel door and window frames were badly fitted.
The inadequacy of their house was not experienced simply as domestic discomfort or uncleanliness
but as a deeply felt, politically charged judgement on their position in the project of the imagined
state.

In response to the inadequacy of the house they received the Daniels family and many of their
neighbours invested large proportions of their limited incomes in improving their houses, fixing
them up, and bringing them closer to their imagined ‘ideal home’. Many residents built walls around
their houses to make themmore secure. Those who could afford to plastered their walls and installed
ceilings. Yasmin and Imran, extended their ground floor to make space for a larger kitchen out of
which Yasmin runs a small catering business, and a storeroom for Imran’s tools. They also tiled their
living room and painted over the raw concrete brickwork. These alterations were done bit by bit over
many years as the family was able to save money for each new alteration.

The sense of personal and national success represented by the Eastridge residents’ houses is
tempered by the material inadequacy of the houses, their marginal location in the city, as well as their
frustrated attempts to achieve secure tenure over them. Whatever aspirations of stability, security,
beauty and respectability the residents have for their houses clash uncomfortably with the material
reality of the houses they moved into. The houses therefore represent both the success and the failure
of being included in the moral community of citizenship. The work that the residents put into
improving their houses, expanding them, decorating them, and fixing them, can therefore be read
not only as an attempt to bring the houses in line with aspirations for an ideal house, but also as an
attempt to assert their personhood in the face of often destabilising and alienating encounters with
state power.

Similarly the decision of the CTCHC to declare the Eastridge residents unlawful occupants in
their houses represents a significant rupture between how the residents imagine themselves and how
they are treated by the state. The Eastridge residents described themselves as decent, law-abiding
citizens who are happy to pay for their houses as long as the payments demanded of them are
reasonable. Through their bureaucratic encounters with the CTCHC the residents became ‘unlawful
occupants’ with an ambiguous legal claim to their houses. And yet rather than being forced into a
state of passivity or stasis by this destabilising change in legal status, the residents invest in their
houses financially and emotionally. They plan for imagined futures in their houses and painstakingly
save their income in order to bring their houses closer to an imagined ideal home. There is a
powerful political statement inherent in this act: a claiming of space in the face of the authority and
power of the state project, a statement of belonging and continuity despite the uncertainty that these
bureaucratically and materially mediated encounters produce.

Everyday practices of homemaking: Creating order in the
uncertain home

Asmuch as the site of the house is central to the experience of the indeterminacies of the state project
and destabilising encounters with state power, it is also a central site through which the residents
cultivate a sense of stability and control over their otherwise unstable world. Jackson (1995)
suggests that home is the experience of feeling in control of the world. In the 23 years that many of
the residents have been living in Eastridge they have slowly made their houses into spaces where
they feel in control. Wayne and Marylin Hendricks offer us an example of the work that goes into
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cultivating a sense of control in their domestic space. Through the careful decoration of their house,
the organising of the kitchen so everything is neat and tidy and easily accessible, the making of beds
in the morning and the large collection of family photographs and keepsakes decorating the large
wall unit in the lounge, they have constructed an ‘everyday order’ of material objects ‘which helps
towards a “cosmological” holding together of one’s self and of one’s world’ (Lunghi and
Transforini, 2012: 44 & 46).

Jackson (1995) suggests that the experience of home emerges in the tension between the actual
home and the ideal home. Where one gets one’s idea of the ‘ideal home’ is as much a product of
one’s immediate socio-cultural context as it is a product of, for example, national expectations
regarding a ‘proper house’, or the formalised legal requirements for what constitutes ‘adequate’
housing (Coetzer, 2013). The housing policy framework that existed when the Eastridge devel-
opment was initiated reflects a key conflict around the kind of housing product that should be offered
to South African citizens. On the one hand were arguments for incremental development where a
serviced site with a minimal ‘starter home’ is produced with the support of a capital subsidy and the
end user is expected to gradually consolidate this starter home over time (Charlton and Kihato,
2006). On the other hand were arguments that rejected this incrementalism in favour of higher
quality top-structures – houses that looked and felt like ‘proper’ houses.

This latter position argue Charlton and Kihato (2006) was driven by political pressure to deliver
‘acceptable houses’ to beneficiaries and eventually won out over the incrementalist approach. But,
as Charlton and Kihato (2006: 267) point out, this focus on a quality top-structure ‘was not rooted in
a deeper understanding of the consequences of the service levels/location/top-structure trade-off on
beneficiaries’. The result was houses that looked more like ‘proper houses’ but required the houses
to be built on cheaper sites further from urban centres, compromises on the levels of service
provision, or in the case of Eastridge, contributions from the beneficiaries themselves to cover the
additional costs. In this case these contributions proved too onerous for many of the beneficiaries.
The Eastridge residents’ imagined ‘ideal home’ is coloured by the model of an ‘acceptable house’
presented in housing policy frameworks (Charlton and Kihato, 2006: 267). The ‘rawness’ of the
houses described in the previous section was at odds, however, with what the residents understood
as an acceptable house. The interaction between the actual home and the ideal home allows us to see
the complex relationship that exists between residents’ experience of home and their experience of
the state. It also makes visible the contingency of home and the constant work required by people to
maintain the sense of control that allows them to feel at home in the world.

Although these constant cyclical tasks might seem like practices of maintenance that are confined
to a static present, they are, in the context of Eastridge, future oriented. They are a way of protecting
against shock and ensuring a sense of ‘ongoingness’ (Berlant and Edelman, 2013: 109) and of
consistency as subjects in a context where one’s subjectivity is constantly challenged in encounters
with the state project and in which the possible loss of one’s house presents a real existential threat.
The cultivation of a sense of ‘ongoingness’ as a subject is central to the effectiveness of mundane
homemaking practices in helping residents deal with uncertainty. These cyclical, everyday tasks are
part of the process of bringing the imagined ideal home into being and through this, take on a
political character in the sense that they facilitate the imagination of a possible future despite the
uncertainty of that future.

The internal domestic space with its rhythms, routines and familiarity as well as the social
networks of family and community all contribute to one’s sense of self and a sense of belonging. The
daily practices of homemaking, of cleaning, tidying, fixing, tinkering as well as chatting to a parent
or a partner in the kitchen, finding a favourite spot to sit in the sun, lending a cup of sugar to the
neighbours, or greeting people as you pass them on the street all contribute to this sense of belonging
and, therefore, of homeliness. All the families I talked to recognised that life in their community was
hard and said that if they had the means they would move to areas where they felt safer or where they
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might have better access to employment or business opportunities. These options not being
available to them, however, they invest financially, emotionally, and socially in their houses and
communities in an attempt to bring them in line with their imagined ideal of home – places that are
congruent with their own self-image as decent, law-abiding citizens.

The perspective on home presented by Jackson (1995) foregrounds the ordinary affective
experience in the making of the home. The domestic space and domesticity are closely linked to the
idea of ordinariness. But in the context of uncertainty that the Eastridge residents experience due to
their insecure tenure and the general context of relative poverty, crime, and various forms of
structural violence and exclusion, the boundary between the ‘ordinary’ and the ‘extraordinary’ is
fragile and at risk of collapsing at any moment. In his exploration of the ways in which Palestinians
living in Occupied Palestine during the second intifada made sense of the ordinary, Kelly (2008)
suggests that the ordinary is not a stable category of experience but rather that the ‘ordinary’ and the
‘extraordinary’ exist in dynamic opposition to each other. In a context of uncertainty, the mundane
can be ‘shot through’ with anxieties. What Kelly (2008) observed was an attempt to reproduce a
sense of the ordinary. He describes the pursuit of the ordinary as a ‘movement between the “is” and
the “ought”’ (Kelly, 2008: 353), between an actual experience of the ordinary and the hope that it
will continue.

We can read from this pursuit of the ordinary an attempt to guard against disruption and shock or
even, implicitly, ‘a critique of the status quo, a sense that things could and should be otherwise’
(Kelly, 2008: 364). The ordinary is therefore a category in which one’s aspirations for a different
world can be brought together with one’s everyday practices (Kelly, 2008). A commitment to
reproducing the ‘ordinary’ can be a statement of hope that another world is possible. In the context
of Eastridge, the creation of a material domestic order in the home and the relationship- and
community-building that happens around it have an important political significance. By continuing
to live in their houses, cleaning them, maintaining them, building relationships around them, and
making the houses their own, the residents reinforce a sense of ‘ordinariness’. This is despite the
extraordinary circumstance of being declared an ‘unlawful occupant’ in your own home and having
no certainty of your future in that home. The recreation of these ordinary forms of domesticity and
sociality can be seen as an attempt to bring this ‘ordinary’ state into being. Within these practices is
an implicit critique of the destabilising status quo, an assertion that their uncertain situation and
bureaucratic status is unjust.

Uncertain subjectivities and uncertain homes: Imagining the
state otherwise

In order to properly understand how an imagined state and specific forms of citizen subjectivity
emerge we need to look once again at the bureaucratic processes that mediate many of the Eastridge
residents’ encounters with the state. Hull (2012a: 256) suggests that the function of writing and
documents is to establish ‘the stable relation between words and things necessary for bureaucracies
effectively to implement regimes of control’. The experience of Eastridge residents, however, is that
documents have a particularly unstable relationship to reality. Expectations created by some
documents, such as IPAs with a stated value of monthly instalments, are confounded by other
documents, the monthly invoices in this case, which demand a higher payment.

The Eastridge residents are keenly aware that documents do not reflect an already existing, stable
reality, but rather bring this reality into being. Kelly (2006: 99) articulates this point, saying that ‘if
documents are seen to confer, rather than to derive from, status, it is as if legality comes before the
person’. In the residents’ encounters with the state project there is often a distressing disjuncture
between the legal categories that are conferred upon them from a supposedly coherent and au-
thoritative state and their lived reality. The residents’ legal status as ‘unlawful occupants’, criminally

1418 EPC: Politics and Space 43(7)



occupying CTCHC property and thereby causing ‘damages’, conflicts with the residents’ view of
themselves as responsible, decent citizens who are entitled to access to housing. What is more, they
have invested a significant amount of time, money, and labour into upgrading and maintaining their
houses, and are perfectly willing to continue paying for their houses as long as they are charged a fair
price.

It is exactly this disjuncture, the indeterminate relationship between the document and the lived
reality, which allows the documents to introduce uncertainty into the lives of the residents. They can
never be sure if they can trust a document, how its meaning will change over time, or if what the
document proclaims bears any relationship to the truth. Because of the power of documents to
confer status on a person, the indeterminacies of documents translate into indeterminate subjec-
tivities. The residents are not encountering the state from a stable position but rather from that of a
shifting bureaucratic subject, sometimes a citizen with clear constitutional entitlements, sometimes
a beneficiary, sometimes a criminal, sometimes a marginalised subject with little ability to formally
contest claims made against their interests.

This point drives right at the core of the problem of the state project. Hansen and Steputat (2001:
15) argue that ‘the entire idea of political legitimacy, of the difference between naked power and
authority, the idea that “the Law” is something that stands above the contingencies of everyday life
and incarnates a certain collective justice, … all hinge on the perpetuated myth of the state’s
coherence and ability to stand above society, as it were’. Experiences of bureaucratic error, cor-
ruption (Chipkin and Swilling, 2018), or changing legal status therefore bring the coherence of the
state project into question in the minds of the residents. The political legitimacy of the CTCHC’s
claim that the residents are unlawful occupants in their houses therefore, and the legal apparatus that
backs this claim, is tenuous in the eyes of the residents at best.

This indeterminacy is also reflected in the material fact of the houses themselves. The sense of
recognition that comes with receiving a state-subsidised house comes into uneasy contact with the
dismal quality of the houses and the inability of the residents to acquire secure tenure over them. In
addition to representing inclusion in the state project, therefore, the aesthetic experience of the
houses also represents a denial of their dignity as human beings. The state emerges out of these
encounters as both a powerful force that can radically affect our lives and forcefully alter the
parameters within which we try and reproduce them, as well as a nebulous, incoherent set of
practices, agents, and artefacts with severely compromised capacity and legitimacy to act on our
lives and protect our interests.

How do citizens navigate this paradoxical state that is both powerful, immediate, and present as
well as impotent, diffuse, and distant? First, we need to recognise that the complex, shifting field of
objects and actors that make up the state project is experienced differently depending on one’s own
position in that field. The position of the Eastridge residents is a product of a protracted set of
encounters with state power and authority that stretches much further back in time than their
application for a house in the Eastridge housing development. The encounters of their parents,
grandparents and any number of preceding generations with the emergent state project created and
constrained the possibilities for the kinds of lives that the Eastridge residents could eventually lead.
This long series of contingent events has placed the residents in a reeling, uncertain present shot
through with frustration, fear, and anxiety.

One product of these affective responses to encounters through time is a subjectivity not directly
in opposition to the state project as Ismail (2014) describes, but a subjectivity in tension between
hope and distrust. The residents’ trust in the CTCHC, in government representatives in municipal
offices, or in ward councillors who promise to resolve their situation has been slowly eroded by their
encounters with these institutions and agents over time. And yet the residents are constantly engaged
in mundane actions that invoke a hope for a more just future. These include the creation of small
archives of documents, the creation of a material domestic order in the home, the imagining of
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possible futures in their home, the investment in home improvements and extensions to bring this
imagined home into being, and the work put into cultivating networks of trust and solidarity within
the community.

As such, what has emerged in Eastridge is not entirely an ‘insurgent citizenship’ (Holston, 2009),
nor entirely the ‘ordinary citizenship’ described by Staeheli et al. (2012), but a kind of dynamic,
tactical, principled citizenship where residents take small, highly localised actions that are both
mundane, intimate parts of their day-to-day life and a critique of the unstable, insecure situation in
which they live. Lemanski (2021: 934), building on the work of Li (2005), argues that the ‘“art of
government” includes “setting conditions so that people will be inclined to behave as they should”’
and that ‘evidence from across the globe reveals how this “art of government” frequently fails to
produce the types of citizens or spaces imagined by the state’. In the case of Eastridge we can
observe not so much a failure of this element of the art of governance to produce the ‘proper’, law-
abiding, consumer-citizen, but rather the co-opting of the state’s purported principles of propriety,
legality, and fairness by the residents themselves as a form of critique. The state, from the per-
spective of the residents, is not abiding by the rules by not intervening when residents are charged
higher instalment payments than what they agreed to, or when they were declared unlawful oc-
cupants in their own homes. The state is the one not treating the residents like ‘proper’ citizens by
providing them with houses that do not align with the residents’ own standards of propriety. Their
decisions to alter their houses, for example, is a way of putting right what the state got wrong as well
as a critique of the state’s failure to live up to its own expectations.

These everyday strategies and tactics and the small accomplishments that they achieve do not
amount to an outright rejection of the state project or the principles that it ostensibly operates under.
On the contrary, the residents often appeal to the principles of liberal democracy, of rights, of the
legislature, of their position as respectable, paying customers deserving of certain services from a
neoliberal state, and of constitutional entitlements to condemn what they see as their abandonment
by the state project that should be protecting these principles. The Eastridge residents hold on to the
hope that these institutions will at some point protect the claims that they have to their houses despite
repeated experiences of being let down by these institutions. Political principles that were used to
support the founding of the post-colonial state myth are redeployed from a renewed position within
the field of relations between the state project and its citizens (Anna Selmeczi, 2011). By re-
deploying these liberal democratic principles in their struggle with state power, by deploying the
subjectivity of democratic citizen or as paying customer, the residents are demanding that the state
behaves like the coherent, unified institution that it presents itself as to its citizens. Just as the
creation of an ordinary domestic order becomes a critique of the system that introduces so much
uncertainty into their lives, the residents’ imagining of their desired state becomes a critique of the
indistinct, incoherent, and often destabilising state project as it actually is.

This paradoxical appeal to the authority of the state project as a form of critique also appears in
the residents’ use of documents. The fact that the Isaacs, Daniels, and Hendricks families and many
of their neighbours all collect and store documents as ‘proof’ of their right to their houses, suggest
that the residents still see these documents as having an authoritative voice and bear some relation to
a (just) reality despite their frequent experience of the indeterminacies of documents. In other words,
the residents still hold out some hope that the state project and its various, disparate elements will
protect them, offer some sort of stability and ensure that their entitlements to the basic necessities of
life are realised. The residents continue to reach for ‘the good state of justice and care’ as Secor
(2007:48) describes it, despite the fact that they are more often met with ‘the bad state of indif-
ference’. Secor (2007: 41) describes the experience of this conflict as a ‘frightening precipice… that
divides the people not from the state as an entity but from that which is sought at the door of the
state’. Indeed, the state is intimately present in the lives and homes of the Eastridge residents. This
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intimacy so often results in instability and uncertainty rather than the security and justice for which
the residents seek.

It is important to point out that the residents are not reaching for this imagined benevolent state
under the naı̈ve illusion that it actually exists. Rather, it is an act of imagination that stands in
contrast to the monstrous reality in which they exist. The residents are not hiding behind the image
of the benevolent state but rather instrumentalising it in their struggle with state power. The residents
are painfully aware of the incoherent, multiple, shifting nature of the state project and have become
adept at navigating encounters with its various constituent elements. Maintaining an imagination of
the state as it could be has become an important part of navigating, surviving, and making sense of
the state as it is.

Conclusion

If, as I have argued above, we understand the state as something that is imagined into being, then
what are the specific attributes of the state imagined by the Eastridge residents? What kind of state
has emerged out of the residents’ encounters with the artefacts and institutions of state power? On
the one hand, the residents clearly see the state as an antagonist in their lives. The notices of unlawful
occupation and the threats of eviction are all backed up by state authority. Their struggles to stay
connected to water and electricity supplies as well as the fear of crime and violence they experience
in their communities are a product of their abandonment by the state. The poor quality of their
houses is a product of the state’s disinterest in their wellbeing and lack of care for their dignity. And
their inability to secure tenure over their houses is a product of the state’s inaction and neglect. From
the residents’ perspective the state has the power to intervene and yet has done nothing to rectify the
problem. As one resident says: ‘from council, from everyone that can help us, we get empty
promises because we’re still sitting with the problem: we don’t have a deed of sale’. This inaction
makes the state entirely complicit in the uncertainty that they deal with daily.

On the other hand, however, residents make appeals to state authority in their strategies for
creating some stability in their lives. They carefully maintain archives of documents because these
documents are backed by the authority of the state and the residents believe that they still represent a
just reality. Residents closely follow the eviction cases of their neighbours and talk optimistically
about the outcomes of court hearings believing that the courts will protect their constitutional
entitlements. This selective appeal to those elements of the state project that might protect their
interests is not done cynically. To a large extent the residents have real faith that the system can and
will protect their interests.

The state that has emerged out of the Eastridge residents’ encounters with its various elements is
a split state of both access and denial. What does it mean, then, to be a citizen of such an unstable
entity? The Eastridge residents understand themselves as being both within this imagined state at the
same time as being excluded from its benefits. They have state-funded houses and are therefore
meaningfully included in the state project, but they have also fought unsuccessfully for more than
20 years to get title deeds to these houses. Because of the national discourse surrounding housing in
which owning a house represents a fulfilled promise of democracy, a title deed represents a
recognition of their status as a citizen and inclusion into the national community. A title deed creates
a homeowner, which has become a metonym for citizenship and a particular kind of moral subject:
one deserving of certain entitlements and whose rights are protected by a larger authoritative body.
In turn, therefore, the title deed is one building block in an imagined state that recognises and
protects the wellbeing of its citizens. The withholding of this document and its substitution with a
notice of ‘unlawful occupation’, therefore, represents the denial of this imagined benevolent state
and an exclusion from the category of people who matter.

Clacherty 1421



This slippery insider-outsider subjectivity is central to the mundane but no less politically
significant strategies that the Eastridge residents employ to create some sort of stability and security
in their lives. The Eastridge residents are at the live edge of a long history of destabilising encounters
with state power – through slavery, colonialism and apartheid-era dispossession – that have sig-
nificantly constrained their options for political action. These histories are present in the con-
temporary circumstances within which the residents navigate their encounters with the modern
South African state and constrain the possibilities for directly challenging state power. Instead, the
Eastridge residents rely on a highly varied set of strategies and tactics to defend their interests.
Sometimes this takes the form of open resistance – such as payment boycotts – but more often the
Eastridge residents have relied on the more immediate spaces that they do have access to and over
which they have some degree of control. The careful archiving practices, the investment in social
networks, the material alterations and the aesthetic additions to their houses are, if not a form of
direct resistance to state power, then a way of co-opting the technologies of state power to reproduce
a life worth living despite the disruptions and uncertainties that encounters with state power so often
produce. If we are to properly understand the landscape of political possibilities available to the
majority of residents in cities like Cape Town, then we need to be attentive to the political sig-
nificance of the minute acts of making-do and the impact these have on how people understand the
state project and their position relative to it.
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Notes

1. All names and surnames changed to protect the identities of the participants.
2. With the Eastridge Community Committee, the Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign (AEC), Dr Sophie

Oldfield and Dr Anna Selmeczi.
3. A household of four members with this monthly income would fall roughly between the fourth or fifth decile

of income distribution both nationally (SALDRU, nd) and for the CoCT (Stats SA, 2014).
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