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In August 2017, the mayor of Johannesburg, Herman Mashaba, in the inter-
national business publication Bloomberg, announced a campaign of “shock and awe” 
in inner-city Johannesburg, pronouncing the city a “battlefield” (Mkokeli 2017). 
The particular target of his rhetoric was the city’s so-called hijacked buildings—
unlawful occupations also known as “bad buildings” or “dark buildings.” Mash-
aba, a former cosmetics businessman, who had grown up in poverty (Mashaba and 
Morris 2017), had won Johannesburg for the pro-business opposition party the 
Democratic Alliance (DA), defeating, for the first time in the post-apartheid era, 
the African National Congress (ANC). Mashaba, who as a young man had experi-
enced the continued violence and insecurity of police raids, adopted raids as a pri-
mary strategy in his approach to issues of crime and housing in the inner city. He 
personally led a series of police raids on inner-city occupations and railed against 
both immigrants and human rights lawyers. He portrayed hijacked buildings as a 
blight on the city, full of criminals and undocumented migrants.

But what were these buildings, and who occupied them? How is one to 
understand the character of this occupation? And what did closing them imply? 
Where were the occupants to go?
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Some of these questions were answered, though not without problems, 
through the course of protracted social, political, and juridical processes. In De-
cember 2017, the Constitutional Court issued a judgment in a long-running case 
against the City of Johannesburg regarding a shelter for those relocated from an 
unlawful occupation. The shelter went by the name of Ekuthuleni, or Place of 
Peace. The case bore the name of Nomsa Dladla, a grandmother who was the 
first appellant in the case. The residents of Ekuthuleni were former occupants of 
a “hijacked building” who had received “temporary emergency accommodation” 
(TEA) as a result of a Constitutional Court order. However, the conditions at the 
shelter required gender division, curfews, and daily lockouts—conditions to which 
Dladla, her neighbors, and their lawyers objected. In November Dladla and her 
neighbors won the case, with the court finding that living conditions relating to 
lockouts were “cruel, condescending, and degrading.” The occupants had been liv-
ing in this TEA for more than half a decade after being relocated.

While the court case against the city began under the previous ANC ad-
ministration, it was intimately connected to Mashaba’s raids. Both spoke to the 
continued challenge of unlawful urban occupations in post-apartheid South Africa. 
Emergency housing was closely tied to “unlawful occupations,” as I term them 
here: under post-apartheid constitutional law, occupants could not be evicted if 
that rendered them homeless, so the city was required to provide them with TEA. 
The issues of unlawful occupations and emergency accommodation question the 
meanings of home in the post-apartheid city, but also, globally, the contradictions 
between private property and socioeconomic rights. 

Neither unlawful occupations nor TEA can be considered urban commons, 
but they do not constitute private property either. Instead, they emerge in the in-
terstices of constitutional law, in a zone neither public nor private, in what I term 
“the city otherwise.” I mobilize Elizabeth A. Povinelli’s (2011, 2014, 2016) concept 
of the “otherwise” to characterize inner-city occupations and sites of TEA as spaces 
of endurance, improvisation, and potentiality (see also Simone 2019) that emerge 
within the aporias and contradictions of capitalist development and constitutional 
jurisprudence, though they may not necessarily form in opposition to capital, law, 
and the state. The city otherwise emerges within the wider juridical condition of 
what I term the “deferred emergency.” The deferred emergency entails the in-
definite deferral of an emergency situation, framed around both the juridical and 
infrastructural form of TEA, which has no legally defined end point. Furthermore, 
the long-term legal processes around TEA frequently require and sustain indefinite 
periods of unlawful occupation. The deferred emergency must be distinguished, 
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first, from the legal term emergency, as in a “state of exception” involving the “sus-
pension of law itself” (Agamben 2005). Second, the deferred emergency must also 
be distinguished from both the humanitarian “emergency” requiring responses to 
“war and natural disaster” (Redfield 2013), and, although related, from the every-
day “tyranny of emergency” experienced by communities under threat of eviction 
or displacement (Appadurai 2001; Perdigon 2015). The deferred emergency arises 
instead from the legal and political strategies in which the emergency of eviction 
itself is deferred to an indefinite spatial and temporal horizon and not definitively 
resolved. The deferred emergency, as I will discuss, furthermore constitutes not 
merely a state of legal indeterminacy but also has infrastructural, policy, and exis-
tential implications. 

I explore here the paradoxes of inclusion and exclusion shaped by post-apart-
heid urban renewal and policy, unlawful occupation, and emergency accommoda-
tion based on long-term, multisited ethnographic fieldwork conducted between 
2011 and 2019 in unlawful occupations and TEA sites, among others, in Johannes-
burg. Though situated in Johannesburg, South Africa, this essay speaks to a broader 
condition and theory of occupation and the relations between housing, law, and 
life in the urban South (Simone 2019). 

An anthropology of the otherwise requires confronting the “singular con-
ditions under which something new is produced” (Povinelli 2011, introduction). 
This resonates with what João Biehl and Peter Locke (2017) outline as an “anthro-
pology of becoming,” in which both the subject and the object of research remain 
incomplete. My own ethnographic encounter with the city of Johannesburg is also 
embedded in personal becoming. I was born and raised in Johannesburg, and have 
lived in the city for the past nine years, working at an inner-city public university 
after returning from my doctoral studies abroad. The ethnographic character of 
my research has not been demarcated into discrete spatial and temporal zones. 
Instead, the research process has shaped and reshaped my pathways, forms of nav-
igation, and dwelling in the city (McFarlane 2011b). It has involved constant orien-
tation and disorientation in the city. As a white, male, middle-class South African, 
I have found the research process haunted by the specter of white violence, its spa-
tial remainders and ruins on the landscape of the city (Harrison et al. 2014; Dirsu-
weit and Wafer 2016). To navigate the sites of occupation, I have relied on personal 
alliances and friendships formed over several years. I have worked at times with a 
research assistant who has helped with setting up interviews and translating from 
southern African languages.1 The article presented here distills this research, illus-
trates the proposed concepts with reference to case studies of both an occupation 
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and a TEA site, and closes by exploring the political potentiality of these spaces 
through an emergent activist group called the Inner City Federation.2 

OCCUPYING JOHANNESBURG

With the end of apartheid came the departure of many white-owned busi-
nesses and residents from the inner-city area to the suburbs, frequently leaving 
vacant space or buildings that were rented but poorly maintained. This phenom-
enon was eclipsed by the movement of many low-income black households into 
inner-city areas. Yet while wealthier suburbs became increasingly racially diverse, 
inner-city areas became primarily occupied by black Africans (Katumba 2019). 
In addition to this, the city experienced an increase in transnational migration, 
mainly from African countries. While documenting inward migration is challeng-
ing, available data estimate that 26.2 percent of inner-city residents are foreign na-
tionals, far below the 80 percent claimed by Mashaba in the media (Skosana 2017). 
The absence of adequate urban housing policy in South Africa means that tens of 
thousands of inner-city residents, both South African and foreign nationals, cannot 
afford decent housing and are forced to live unlawfully in occupied buildings.

Achille Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall (2008, 22) have divided the social topog-
raphy of Johannesburg into the domains of the “surface” and “the underground,” 
or necropolis, characterized by the “lower classes, the trash heap of the world 
above, and subterranean utopias.” Despite this image’s compelling nature, unlawful 
occupations do not fit neatly into this topography. While the city is undoubtedly 
composed of “other orders of visibility” (Mbembe and Nuttall 2008, 23), unlawful 
occupations are not infrastructurally, legally, or socially “underground.” Neither 
do they exist in a “state of exception” outside of the law (Murray 2008). Their 
existence has been highly mediatized, often through a lens of migration and crim-
inality and in public court cases. Furthermore, they do not offer a “subterranean 
utopia,” but rather, often, fractured modes of sociality and inchoate forms of po-
litical activism. 

The perpetuation of conditions of extreme dereliction goes along with the 
development of new commercial and arts precincts, in what Chrystel Oloukoï 
(2018) has labeled “precarious gentrification,” characterized by the paradoxical and 
oscillating movement of “taking back the city,” which simultaneously structures 
itself around the fear of the nighttime city and the darkness. Further, changes in 
the city have not primarily resulted from paradigms of middle-class gentrification, 
but have involved the building of tens of thousands of units of accommodation for 
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middle- and low-income households (Mosselson 2019, 41), though most of these 
still prove too expensive for the residents of unlawful occupations.

The term hijacked building, indicating a formal criminal seizure, is mostly 
misleading, though cases of criminal takeover, or title-deed fraud in attempts to 
claim ownership, do exist. Unlawful occupations are also known as “bad buildings” 
in policy documents and sometimes as “dark buildings” by inner-city residents, in-
dicating the lack of electricity in many of them. Criminal activity, such as drug 
trading, is evident, but mostly practiced by a minority of occupants of some un-
lawful occupations. Most residents are informal workers, such as street traders and 
recyclers, along with the unemployed, including beggars, many of whom are dis-
abled. Residents of unlawful occupations frequently experience evictions (in spite 
of legal protections), police raids, and, for foreign nationals, deportation. Fires and 
accidents are common, and residents must survive amid the ruination of urban 
infrastructures (Wilhelm-Solomon 2017; cf. Chance 2015). With little police pro-
tection residents themselves are often subject to criminal violence. Gender-based 
violence is common—this reflects wider patterns of power, exclusion, and shame 
permeating post-apartheid South Africa and inherited from the country’s violent 
colonial and apartheid past (Gqola 2015). Nonetheless, unlawful occupations are 
also spaces of homemaking, conviviality, and intimacy.

Many of these occupations fell slowly into dereliction when businesses or 
their owners left or died. Often previous building administrators used the oppor-
tunity to collect illicit rent, or residents boarded up vacant space to rent. In some 
cases, vacant and abandoned spaces slowly become occupied. No reliable surveys or 
estimates exist of total residency of unlawful occupations in Johannesburg, though 
in 2010 Médecins sans Frontières (MSF) estimated that 50,000 to 60,000 people 
lived in inner-city “slum buildings,” in conditions lower than international stan-
dards for refugee camps. The organization began work in the buildings, respond-
ing to a perceived humanitarian emergency, but withdrew when faced with fund-
ing concerns and the entrenched structural crises of housing, immigration, and 
urban exclusion (Wilhelm-Solomon and Pedersen 2017). Census data from 2011 
indicated a housing shortage of 30,000 units for precarious inner-city households, 
many of whom would be presently living in overcrowded or unlawful conditions 
(RebelGroup 2016). Internal documents of the City of Johannesburg estimate that 
as many as 90,000 people may be living in unlawful occupations.3 As of 2018, the 
city only catered to 1,364 individuals in TEA facilities, at capacity at the time. 
This represents but a small fraction of potential evictees. The lack of available TEA 
delayed the evictions of numerous unlawful occupations in the inner city.



THE CITY OTHERWISE

409

Because unlawful occupations are highly stigmatized and criminalized, re-
search is slow and frequently fraught. These spaces operate neither through formal 
property regimes nor through easily legible systems of control, rental, or occupa-
tion. In work parallel to my own, Jackie Dugard and Makale Ngwenya (2018) have 
argued that we cannot grasp these buildings in terms of standard understandings 
of civic movements or “the right to the city” (Lefebvre 1996; Harvey 2008), and 
that the occupants in their cases primarily follow survivalist strategies and desire 
formalization. Most of the residents of unlawful occupations do not participate 
in the form of political squatting prominent in Berlin, for instance (Vasudevan 
2017), nor in the politically motivated occupations extant in places like São Paulo 
(De Carli and Frediani 2016; Stevens 2017). I use the term “unlawful occupa-
tion,” instead of “hijacked building” or “bad building,” in a sense motivated by Filip 
De Boeck and Sammy Baloji (2016, 297): occupation does not invoke “the formal 
claim of a political right to the city,” though it may end up doing so; rather, the 
“politics of occupation is part of an even more basic and fundamental (and there-
fore even more deeply political) claim: the simple claim to be, to stake out a place 
for yourself, to exist.”

From a methodological perspective, Nishat Awan (2016, 3) has used the 
phrase “mapping the city otherwise” to emphasize “relations over discrete objects, 
subjectivities over essential identities, and a provisional politics over ideology,” as 
well as to explore the “affective body and its sensations that allow us to access the 
field of potentiality” (Awan 2016, 35). She does not cite Povinelli’s work, though 
she shares the latter’s concerns around affect and potentiality. While sensitive to 
this approach, the concept of the city otherwise I develop here is not merely method-
ological.4 The city otherwise points to interstitial urban spaces that emerge within 
the aporias and contradictions of real-estate markets and the constitutional na-
tion-state, though they do not conform to the governance of either. The modes of 
living otherwise are both precarious and subject to the enduring threat of erasure. 
Residents of occupations are only sometimes involved in formalized civil or legal 
mobilization; often they aim to evade state governance and participate in tactical 
alliances (Simone 2004, 2019; Vearey 2010; Wanjiku Kihato 2014). 

SITUATING THE CITY OTHERWISE

To conceptualize the city otherwise, it is valuable to situate and contrast 
it with several other related concepts prominent in urban theory—namely the 
so-called commons, heterotopia, and the assemblage. The idea of the commons 
and “commoning,” have become some of the central concepts in urban theory. 
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Nonetheless, given the fluid, incomplete, and often fractious dynamics of urban 
life, scholars have retheorized the commons as a form of potentiality embedded 
in emergent socialities, rather than in terms of a collectively managed and regu-
lated urban space (Simone 2014; Berlant 2016; Worby, forthcoming). Eric Worby 
(forthcoming) in particular has highlighted the peculiar temporality of how po-
litical actors frequently theorize and mobilize the commons. He writes that “the 
commons typically signifies an idealized past and a utopian future—as much a lost 
right to be claimed as a social entitlement to be regained.” This particular tempo-
rality of the commons—frequently trapped between nostalgia for a lost past and 
the hope for a potential future—points toward the way the commons frequently 
remains a transcendental, teleological, or nostalgic form. 

The shift to the otherwise, moving away from the language of the commons 
(whose heuristic or political power I do not deny) involves a shift from transcen-
dental to imminent critique. Imminent critique in urban theory has been most 
prominently explored in the concepts of heterotopia and the assemblage. Michel Fou-
cault (1986, 24) characterizes heterotopias as “countersites” and “a kind of effec-
tively enacted utopia.” Urban theory has mobilized and adapted the concept to 
a wide variety of sites, including migrant and refugee encampments (Olga 2013; 
Perdigon 2015), an inner-city theater in Johannesburg (Miranda da Cunha 2019), 
and urban religious sites (Bochow and Van Dijk 2012), among others. Of particular 
significance to the discussion here is Danny Hoffman’s (2017) critique of Partha 
Chatterjee’s (2004) use of the concept in relation to unlawful urban occupations. 
The concept of heterotopia has informed Chatterjee’s (2004) influential notion of 
the “politics of the governed.” Chatterjee (2004, 40) argues for a concept of “polit-
ical society” that extends beyond standard models of civil society and may include 
those who “transgress the strict lines of legality in struggling to live and work,” in-
cluding “illegal squatter settlements” and those who “make a claim to a habitation 
and a livelihood as a matter of right.” Hoffman (2017), whose ethnography focuses 
on several unlawfully occupied spaces in Monrovia, including large modernist ed-
ifices and a cemetery, and who conducted his ethnography with many ex-com-
batants now involved in forms of hustling, scams, and crime, rejects the notion of 
heterotopia, arguing that while these occupations constitute “spaces of invention, 
experimentation and serious play . . . they are not heterotopic in the Foucauldian 
sense or any of its derivatives. These forms of intervention are circumscribed for 
the most part by a very limited political imagination and a very narrow set of 
material possibilities” (Hoffman 2017, chap. 1). Hoffman’s critique usefully points 
to the limitations of the concept of heterotopia, as well as to its reliance, even if in 
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a disruptive sense, on some form of utopian political imaginary. Yet he proceeds 
from this insight to define unlawful occupations as spaces of “urban subjection,” 
an account I find inadequate, at least for theorizing unlawful occupations more 
widely. 

Povinelli (2011, introduction) acknowledges her debt to Foucault’s notion of 
heterotopia, and the tradition of imminent critique (see also Perdigon 2015), but 
her conception of the otherwise significantly advances beyond the concept. The 
otherwise is not premised on the heterotopic idea of either “society itself in a 
perfected form” or “turned upside down” (Foucault 1986, 24)—it emerges from 
within social interstices in a manner neither utopic nor oppositional. Furthermore, 
the concept is not premised on an idea of the political imagination or “will”—
subjects may form part of a social project within “spaces of the otherwise” in-
voluntarily. Contra to Hoffman’s account, in which a lack of political imagination 
excludes such spaces from the political, for Povinelli (2014) politics may merely 
constitute a gesture toward articulating the otherwise: “Politics is the adventure 
of the otherwise as it becomes (or does not) a self-referential, extended, and domi-
nant entity-arrangement.” Furthermore, whereas Hoffman sees the lack of political 
imagination and material limitations in terms of a form of privation, Povinelli sees 
imagination discrete from potentiality. She is precisely concerned with moments 
in which an alternative social project is “neither something nor nothing” and with 
“the virtual space that opens up between the potentiality and actuality of an alter-
native social project.”

Where the analytic clarity and subtlety of Povinelli’s (2011, 2014, 2016) 
thought is distinct from both theories of the commons and of heterotopia is 
precisely in her theorizing of potentiality—in particular, the potential to resist 
late liberal and neoliberal hegemonies—in a manner not premised on ideational, 
utopic, or teleological imaginations. Rather, she considers potentiality in terms of 
the spacing between the “striving to persevere” and “any actual idea or action that 
emerges from this striving” (Povinelli 2011, introduction). The otherwise precisely 
captures the “immanent derangements and rearrangements” of a given assem-
blage—it is the “noise” that emerges from within the fissures of particular power 
arrangements (Povinelli 2014). 

Povinelli’s work here has a clear, but unexplored, affinity with the emer-
gence of assemblage theory in urban studies. Assemblage theory concerns itself 
with theorizing the urban in relation to a heterogenous concatenation of human 
and material forms (McFarlane 2011a), and it shares a theoretical basis with Po-
vinelli in Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s concept of agencement and a concern 
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with imminent potentialities. Ignacio Farías (2011) has argued that the political 
implications of assemblage point toward a more radical, object-oriented participa-
tory democracy. Expanding on this argument, he has more recently interrogated 
the political potentialities of “urban cosmopolitics” concerned with the “hetero-
genous constituents of common worlds,” which “is what happens at the interstices, 
in the conflictual clashes and tentative accommodations of multiple urban worlds” 
(Farías and Blok 2016, 14). What sets Povinelli apart from these formulations of 
assemblage theory is that she evades the idealism implicit in expanding a norma-
tive democratic notion to encompass non-human actors in the search for “common 
worlds” (Farías and Block 2016). Rather, she focuses on the contingency and emer-

gence of alternative social projects within the paradoxes and ruptures of hegemonic 
assemblages—the moments and spaces of dissensus where “what we had in com-
mon is no longer common” and inchoate collectivities take form (Povinelli 2016, 
124). The potentiality to live otherwise is political, not in relation to some dem-
ocratic ideal, but precisely through enduring the forces that work to disarticulate 
and silence it. Spaces of the otherwise are constituted by everyday “quasi-events” 
and by “intense daily struggles” that are “barely perceptible” in the political lan-
guage of late liberalism (Povinelli 2016, 21). 

The indeterminacy and deferral characteristic of these struggles are not 
unique to housing but form part of a wider condition affecting an array of peo-
ple, including asylum seekers in South Africa, for instance, as well as precarious 
populations globally (Ralph 2008; Allison and Piot 2014; Perdigon 2015, 2017; Das 
2017; Fassin, Wilhelm-Solomon, and Segatti 2017; Wafer 2017). Yet, the deferred 
emergency can be distinguished from the bureaucratic deferral of the asylum sys-
tem and the more generalized condition of waiting produced by the economic 
exclusion of neoliberalism. Deferral here does not result only from bureaucratic 
delays and postponement, but instead arises as a necessary mechanism to balance 
the apparently irresolvable rights of both property and protections against home-
lessness. 

Here, I think one can further Povinelli’s work with a critique of Giorgio 
Agamben. In his reflections on Aristotle in Potentialities, Agamben (1999) distin-
guishes two forms of potentiality in the Greek philosopher’s work: a generic po-
tentiality (a child could potentially become a president) and a specific potentiality 
(an architect has the potential to build, a poet to write poetry). Agamben notes 
that in Aristotle, potentiality exists not only in opposition to actuality but also as a 
characteristic of the actual, the capacity to exist in privation. However, the work 
of Povinelli points toward a notion of potentiality not solely characterized by pri-
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vation. Rather, potentiality can indicate the capacity to live otherwise within the 
urban assemblage.

THE DEFERRED EMERGENCY: Life in Potentiality

To elaborate on this in light of contemporary post-apartheid constitutional 
law, we can begin by observing that the law outlines not merely a set of cast-in-
stone rights but also a set of potentialities regarding what it means to be human. 
We see this, for instance, in section 26 on housing:

26. Housing. (1) Everyone has the right to have access to adequate housing. 
(2) The state must take reasonable legislative and other measures, within its 
available resources, to achieve the progressive realisation of this right. (3) No 
one may be evicted from their home, or have their home demolished, with-
out an order of court made after considering all the relevant circumstances. 
No legislation may permit arbitrary evictions.

Constitutional law inscribes a set of both specific and generic potentialities (the 
former in, say, the right to housing, the latter in the right to dignity. Regard-
ing the phrase “progressive realization,” many South Africans—in fact, potentially 
“everyone” within South Africa’s borders unable to secure housing, including for-
eign nationals—live not simply without housing but also in a condition of both 
privation and juridically protected potentiality. The right to access housing does 
not constitute an immediately enforceable right in the sense of the right not to be 
killed, or the right to freedom of speech. Rather, it is a right in potential, one that 
can be deferred but not annulled. This has substantive material consequences, as 
my ethnography to follow shows. 

In October 2017, on a cold spring day, I stood outside the site of 7 Saratoga 
Avenue with Nomsa Ellen Dladla and one of her neighbors. We looked through 
the barbed-wire fence at a courtyard and an abandoned red-brick carpet factory. 
This cordoned-off, derelict space had been my two interlocutors’ home before they 
were relocated in 2012. The building was an unlawful occupation, one to be cata-
pulted to the center of post-apartheid housing jurisprudence. “We were free, were 
free,” Dladla told me when I asked what life had been like here, in the unlawful 
occupation. The meanings of her words would only become clear in the context of 
what was to come. 

The factory had closed in 1999 and had subsequently been unlawfully let 
by the former caretaker. Then a company called Blue Moonlight purchased the 
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building in 2004 and in 2006 started eviction proceedings. In 2007, police and the 
Red Ants, notorious private security, attempted to illegally evict, using rubber bul-
lets, the sixty-two adults and nine children resident at the time. The community, 
primarily Zulu, had often used the communal courtyard for chatting, cooking, 
parties, and dances. But on the night of the eviction, Dladla, her granddaughter, 
and her neighbors spent the night on the street. They did have legal representation 
through the Centre for Applied Legal Studies, however, which blocked the eviction 
on the basis of it leading to homelessness. This change instigated a period of liti-
gation that would last five years, until the famous Blue Moonlight case was heard in 
the Constitutional Court and judgment was given in December 2011.5 During the 
legal proceedings, the City of Johannesburg was tied to the case.

Stuart Wilson, one of the leading lawyers acting on behalf of the occupiers in 
the case, has argued that, until this case, the city had relied on the strategy of hav-
ing private-sector actors evict residents of “bad buildings.” Yet the Blue Moonlight 
case had the key implication that “the municipality bears the primary responsibil-
ity for addressing the housing needs of those persons who, after an eviction, are 
unable to find accommodation on their own” (Wilson 2013, 283). The judgment 
reshaped the city’s obligations to those dispossessed by evictions, but also fore-

Figure 1. The now-empty carpet factory of 7 Saratoga Avenue, the center of the  
Blue Moonlight case. Photo by Matthew Wilhelm-Solomon, 2017.
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stalled evictions that would lead to homelessness. Furthermore, it reshaped how 
both policy and jurisprudence would frame the “emergency.”

According to the Constitutional Court judgment, the case bore on “ques-
tions of eviction” and it revolved not around the provision of permanent accom-
modation but rather “temporary emergency accommodation.” The concept of the 
emergency here specifically relates to a pending eviction leading to homelessness, 
not necessarily one already carried out (even while the occupiers of Saratoga were 
temporarily evicted). The judgment drew on definitions from Chapter 12 of the 
National Housing Code, which defined eviction in terms of emergency as affecting 
those “evicted or threatened with imminent eviction from land or from unsafe 
buildings, or situations where pro-active steps ought to be taken to forestall such 
consequences.” Yet the National Housing Code also characterizes emergencies in a 
manner that includes homelessness as a result of natural disasters; hence, the law 
considered eviction in the same legal category as natural disasters and humanitar-
ian emergencies (cf. Redfield 2013). This has not merely semantic implications but 
also significant perlocutionary consequences.

In 2012, the residents of 7 Saratoga were moved to Ekuthuleni, a shelter 
run by an NGO called MES (formerly the Metropolitan Evangelical Services). The 
shelter was meant only as a temporary solution, and the residents believed they 
would stay there for six months only. Yet a permanent settlement never came on 
offer, nor did the court direct the need for one. Life at Ekuthuleni proved harsh. 
At the overcrowded shelter, in which a series of dormitories surrounded an inner 
courtyard, the residents found themselves locked out between 8 a.m. and 5:30 p.m. 
and again after 8 p.m. if they failed to return to the shelter by then. The rooms 
were gender differentiated, separating even married and long-term couples. The 
rooms lacked locks, and shelter authorities randomly searched belongings. Social 
workers took Dladla’s granddaughter (whose mother had died) into foster care as 
the shelter did not provide family accommodation—and she was only allowed to 
return to live with her grandmother over three years later.

The residents, supported by their lawyers, now the Socio-Economic Rights 
Institute of South Africa (SERI), challenged the lockouts, gender divides, and the 
breakup of families. The judgment of the case named after Dladla in November 
2017 found the shelter rules to be “cruel, condescending, and degrading” in that 
it treated grown people “like children.”6 The judgment stipulated that TEA still 
conferred a right to dignity and family intimacy—the shelter and other TEA pro-
viders consequently could not simply ascribe to the minimal conditions of a refuge. 
Even though the residents had previously lived in a “dark building” and now had 
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electricity, they struggled with life in the shelter. Dladla told me: “Nothing is al-
right here. There are many tsotsis [criminals], nothing is OK. I would like a place 
called my home. . . . It’s not safe this place.” The judgment forced the municipality 
to alter its policies and the shelter to abandon its rigorous rules, but it did not 
resolve the situation of housing. Dladla and her neighbors still lived in conditions 
of uncertainty, in a temporary space with no practical possibility of obtaining per-
manent housing. It is such a condition that I call the “deferred emergency,” one in 
which eviction and homelessness are prevented indefinitely, with no permanent 
solution on offer.

The conditions of TEA, while arising from constitutional protections against 
homelessness, had become a condition of partial state care and partial abandon-
ment. No constitutional or policy-based limitations bounded the TEA time frames, 
and this question had never been legally probed. Given that the provision of TEA 
aimed to protect against homelessness in the first place, evictions of those already 
in TEA—should they lead to homelessness—could hardly be constitutional. Since 
many people cannot afford access to the formal housing markets, TEA has in ef-
fect become a permanent facet of life in Johannesburg: TEAs constitute “spaces of 
otherwise” in that they offer housing and refuge to those excluded from real-estate 
markets; they are materializations of a social vision in which nobody is homeless. 
Yet they fail to offer any permanent solution to homelessness, constituting sites of 
struggle and endurance. 

Life in such spaces requires from people like Nomsa Dladla a constant state 
of perseverance, innovation, and struggle. The residents live in the territory of the 
otherwise, having fought for state-funded protection and care, but having never 
been fully granted the right to stable residency and a home. The Blue Moonlight and 
Dladla cases, and the effects of TEA more generally, shape life not only in the TEA 
facilities themselves but also in unlawful occupations with pending eviction cases, 
such as The Station, to which I turn now.

ENDURING THE OTHERWISE: The Station

The Blue Moonlight and Dladla cases affected many unlawful occupations 
throughout Johannesburg, whose eviction cases were postponed pending the Dla-

dla judgment. One of these was a building I call The Station, which I visited be-
tween 2014 and 2019: I observed how everyday life under the deferred emergency 
revolved around washing, recycling, trading, drinking, and police raids. Rather 
than marked by rebellion against a status quo, everyday life was patterned by en-
durance and exhaustion (cf. Povinelli 2011; Simone 2019).
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Figure 2. The interior of The Station. Photo by Matthew Wilhelm-Solomon, 2017.

The Station was a previously formally rented 3,000-square-meter building 
that had fallen into disrepair and was sold, occupied, to an inner-city property de-
veloper in August 2007. A changing cast of around three hundred people makes up 
the residents of The Station; they include both South Africans and Zimbabweans, 
more than fifty of whom the residents’ committee estimated to be blind.

The Station’s several floors are partitioned with boarded rooms beneath a 
spider web of electrical cables. These rooms were sometimes bought and sold on 
an illicit retail market, rather than unlawfully rented, as in the case of some other 
unlawful occupations. The building has only one tap on the ground floor, beside a 
storage area where recyclers store what they have gathered. With no toilets in the 
building, residents must use buckets, or the local public toilets. Laundry is done 
mainly on the pavement or rooftop, which overlooks nearby train lines, where it 
is hung out to dry. In the mornings many of the residents disperse through the 
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metropolis. Most of the blind head “to the robots” (South African slang for traffic 
lights)—a euphemism for begging. Other young men might also sell commodi-
ties like phone chargers at intersections. Recyclers, mostly men but some women, 
chart the surroundings with metal carts. Many of the women spend their days 
sitting on the pavement or on public concrete benches, caring for children, doing 
laundry, braiding hair, and selling snacks on the street corner—but they also stay 
outside so they can run away if the police come. 

Several informal taverns or shebeens make for centers of social life. Drinking 
would often begin mid-morning. I spent many hours in the shebeen of Rosemary 
Mavundla, a member of the residents’ committee and a Zimbabwean woman whose 
son had been murdered in 2014 while buying beer; the killers were never found. 
For the funeral, networks activated throughout the city to have members gather in 
her room to sing and care for Mavundla. Sadly, funerals made for a source of di-
asporic sociality (Wilhelm-Solomon 2020). On other occasions, I chatted with her 
and friends or clients as they drank, smoked ganja (cannabis), and watched music 
DVDs. The shebeen also served as Mavundla’s bedroom, adorned with posters from 
clothing stores. She would cook a lunch, to sell or share, of maize meal, spinach, 
sweet potatoes, and sometimes offal. In the cold of winter, she and her friends and 
clients would gather around the stove, warming themselves on the illegal electric-
ity. Her shebeen was closed in 2016 when the city cut off the illegal power supply, 
plunging residents into a perpetual interior darkness.

Before, police would come to Mavundla’s shebeen (among others), frequently 
on Fridays to collect crates of beers for the weekend. Sometimes they would vio-
lently raid the building, such as at a birthday party where they fired rubber bullets 
and stole speakers and equipment. An immigration raid in March 2014 seemed a 
thinly veiled attempt to evict residents by proxy, as the local area manager for the 
owners was present. But most of those deported returned immediately; the con-
catenation of political persecution, drought, and economic collapse in Zimbabwe 
made life there unendurable for many. Many members of the Movement for Dem-
ocratic Change (MDC), Zimbabwe’s opposition party—whose representatives had 
suffered frequent political persecution from the ruling Zimbabwean African Na-
tional Union–Patriotic Front (Zanu-PF)—lived in the building. Their local branch 
would meet in a small square nearby. 

Unlike in some other unlawful occupations, no gangs operated out of The 
Station, but the residents were at times persecuted by criminals. In late 2014 a 
group of men started terrorizing and robbing the residents, encouraging some of 
the residents to collaborate with a local private security initiative, employed as 
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part of the privatized City Improvement Districts initiative (ironically, funded in 
part by the evicting company). Together they took one of the men behind this 
harassment to the police, although the residents later dropped charges in a truce. 
Other examples of collaboration with the police existed: for the blind, the noise 
of the shebeens destroyed the transient peace they, with their peculiar sensitivity 
to noise, could enjoy, so their leader reported the shebeens to the local police and 
supported the raids on them. Conflict never, however, spiraled out of control, and 
residents maintained a semblance of peace through an ever-shifting dance with 
criminals, private security forces, and the police, with the roles of ally and enemy 
often rotating.

The police would rarely, however, arrest the blind who had moved into the 
building after the 2008 xenophobic violence that had erupted in Johannesburg—
anti-immigrant violence spread throughout city and the country leading to over 
sixty deaths and 100,000 displaced nationwide (Landau 2011). Many inner-city 
migrants were forced to take shelter at a local police station. In the wake of the 
violence, many of the blind, along with other affected groups, moved into The 
Station, because it offered vacant space. Among these was Emmanuel Zivai, who 
would come to lead the blind and be the residents’ chairperson. Zivai’s room, on 
the first floor, was crowded with buckets and clothes. Each morning he would 
leave the building with a helper and take a taxi out to the Indian township of 
Lenasia on the western outskirts of Johannesburg. Zivai, a former fish trader in 
Zimbabwe, had been elected leader in part because residents believed that the 
blind could not be evicted. This perception built on the experience of residents 
in a nearby building known as Chambers, where an eviction had been overturned 
because there were blind residents who were eventually offered alternative accom-
modation (see Wilhelm-Solomon 2016). Many members of the blind community 
knew each other from Zimbabwe—having attended Margareta Hugo School in 
Masvingo, a Dutch Reformed mission school providing schooling for blind learn-
ers—and they had come to South Africa when the Zimbabwean state radically 
cut disability support. These diasporic networks based around disability endured 
cross-border migration, evictions, and displacement from xenophobic violence.

These newcomers had to foster relations with established residents of the 
building; among these was Nomusa Mabaso, a retired cleaner and one of the few 
remaining South Africans. She had been on the list for state-sponsored Recon-
struction and Development Programme (RDP) housing for many years, but never 
heard anything. The ANC government had built an estimated three million state 
houses (Wilkinson 2016), but primarily on urban peripheries far from work, and 
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millions of South Africans waited on these housing lists. Mabaso originally hailed 
from KwaZulu-Natal province and had lived in Soweto and Johannesburg since the 
1970s, selling vegetables and working as a cleaner. The 1990s, with the arrival of 
a black government led by Mandela, were a period of hope for Mabaso. When she 
moved into The Station toward the end of the decade, the building was formally 
rented. It had security, electricity, and cleaning services, though there were no 
toilets or showers, and only one tap serving the building. Mabaso and her partner 
paid R500 for their room. After the owner of the building, a Swazi woman, died, 
conditions deteriorated. Mabaso, whose partner had died in 2013, built convivial 
relations with the Zimbabweans who had moved in, often eating and drinking 
with them. Yet she also associated their presence with the building’s slow de-
cay. She did not express any feelings of ardent xenophobia; rather her sentiments 
seemed pervaded by a sense of loss and hope disappointed, articulated sometimes 
as resentment of neighbors and strangers.

The property company that had purchased The Station attempted to evict 
the tenants in 2010. Yet the residents formed a committee comprising several asy-
lum seekers, including the blind, and two South African pensioners. Mabaso, Zivai, 
and Mavundla all formed part of this committee. They managed to get pro bono 
lawyers to oppose the eviction. This tenuous alliance revealed the precarious po-
tentiality of such spaces of otherwise. Their case went to court in February 2010, 

Figure 3. Emmanuel Zivai in his room at The Station. Photo by Matthew Wilhelm-Solomon, 2017.
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and the eviction was postponed pending the outcome of both the Blue Moonlight 

and (later) the Dladla cases. Ironically, the conditions of deferred emergency al-
lowed residents a type of normalcy, with the majority of residents rejecting the 
possibility of relocation. This was exemplified in 2015, when the city provisionally 
offered TEA to the residents, in the form of a nearby warehouse with communal 
bathroom facilities, which they declined, unwilling to move from one temporary 
site to another. 

When I asked Mavundla, the shebeen owner, why, she replied: “We are used 
to here.” I also met with Zivai, who was planning to return to Zimbabwe with 
building materials he had collected to construct a house on family land. We chat-
ted at a crowded bus terminal. He told me with resignation that he had no ex-
pectations of the South African state, but that he also could not survive returning 
permanently to Zimbabwe. When I asked him what he hoped for in the future, he 
replied simply, “That is hard for us to imagine.”

The possibility of foreign nationals at the Station being offered TEA ended 
with the election of Herman Mashaba and the amplification of raids. Many build-
ings, even with court orders protecting against eviction, became targets, as did 
The Station. I did not witness Mashaba’s raid in late 2017; several residents pres-
ent at the time narrated it to me. Apparently, Mashaba arrived with an entourage 
of police, immigration officials, and the media. Police went from room to room, 

Figure 4. Nomusa Mabaso in her room at The Station. Photo by Matthew Wilhelm-Solomon 2017.
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banging on doors and forcing them open. In part, this approach was intended to 
facilitate an audit of who was living in the buildings. Mashaba, a charismatic figure, 
spoke to some of those involved, including a number of blind foreign nationals, a 
heavily pregnant Zimbabwean (whom they assisted in taking to the hospital after 
breaking down her door), and Mabaso. The residents that spoke to him found the 
mayor open and attentive, giving a contradictory display of both care and force.

In late August 2018, a year after the raid, I went to visit Mabaso, the day 
before the city’s final audit for TEA was due. Mabaso, slim and wizened, was in 
her room frying cabbage and chicken. On the floor lay a pile of dust where she had 
been sweeping, as well as a blue floral dress that had been eaten by mice. Mabaso 
was wearing a beige shirt with crisscrossing lines, a retro pattern often found in 
secondhand stores. Beneath it showed the top of the ANC spear. I asked her if she 
still supported the party. She coughed affirmatively, but added: “They lie. Nothing 
is happening for me. They lie. I’m tired. Things take time, but now it’s too long.” 
Mabaso had grown tired of living in The Station and longed for a permanent place 
to settle. She told me: “I spoke to Mashaba, and he promised he will do something. 
I’ve been waiting, waiting.” 

The following day, with city officials due to arrive for a final resident audit, 
I spoke to Zivai, who remained hopeful that the residents could remain together. 
Within The Station, the blind had formed their own otherwise—a space of soci-
ality and care now under threat: “We are familiar to each other. We are now used 
to being with each other. We share everything. Life is so simple. It is good to stay 
together as long as life goes on.” I also spoke to a group of MDC supporters, who 
feared that if they returned to Zimbabwe they would face political persecution; 
their expired asylum-seeking documents made them vulnerable both to eviction 
and to deportation. 

Eventually, the city officials arrived in a BMW X1—three men and two 
women wearing luminous jackets. A crowd gathered around the group. Mabaso 
was sitting on a plastic chair on the pavement. A man pointed to her, saying, “We 
have the details of this gogo [elderly lady; literally, grandmother],” marking her 
out as a South African. Zivai then appeared, and a dispute arose between him 
and the officials over the auditing process (he was concerned some had been left 
out). After some futile arguing, the officials entered the building led by a woman 
with braids and dark glasses who found her way with the light of a mobile phone. 
I followed. At one point, exasperated by the differences between a previous audit 
and the current one, the woman turned to me, claiming, “This is fraud. People 
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are mushrooming on the second floor . . . It doesn’t matter, register them. They’re 
undocumented. They won’t get accommodation anyway.”

When the report was released it stated that only South Africans would re-
ceive alternative accommodation. The rest would, at some point, face eviction: 
they had lived for almost a decade in conditions of legal abeyance, as a result of 
the deferred emergency, in states neither entirely lawful nor unprotected—in the 
city otherwise. Mabaso would not live to see a new home: she fell ill and died in a 
hospital in early 2019, after having her leg amputated from septicemia. While she 
still remained at The Station Zivai, Mavundla, and her other neighbors visited her 
room and prayed for her during her illness, but few could afford the transporta-
tion costs to visit her in the hospital. As no family came forward after her death, 
Mabaso’s body was not released for a funeral or memorial. The precarious char-
acter of life in the city otherwise can easily slide into conditions of almost total 
abandonment. 

AN URBAN POLITICS OF THE OTHERWISE

For much of my research from 2011 onward, no organization collectively 
organized inner-city residents living in unlawful occupations. Some legal, church, 
and humanitarian NGOs operated on a case-by-case basis, but they did not have 
the capacity or mandate to develop an extensive mobilization among those on the 
ground.7 No organization existed along the lines of Abahlali baseMjondolo, who 
had mobilized shack dwellers first in KwaZulu-Natal and then nationwide from 
2005 onward (see Chance 2015). 

Yet in 2015, a change began to emerge. In March of that year, a new orga-
nization formed from a workshop among communities represented by the legal 
NGO SERI. Here, the residents themselves had decided to create a new organiza-
tion, which they called the Inner City Federation (ICF). The organization gradu-
ally began to grow from the initial meeting, and by 2018, it represented more than 
forty occupations and thousands of occupants. It has developed strategies around 
cleanup campaigns, assisted in “maintaining communal infrastructure” (SERI and 
ICF 2018), mediated conflicts, helped tenants mobilize against eviction, and cam-
paigned through protest and media campaigns for fundamental rights.

The organization sprang into existence at a meeting attended by residents’ 
committees from throughout the city. The residents pitched the idea of a new or-
ganization that would serve as “a platform of sharing knowledge.” Siyabonga Mah-
langu would become the organization’s general secretary. Mahlangu recalled to me: 
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I felt so excited because I understood I was not the only one facing the prob-
lem, and I got knowledge from some other people who had experience. Now 
I knew that if I had a problem, I have this platform to go and say, “Guys look, 
I have this problem, how can I solve it?” 

The new organization elicited a collective awareness and a sense of the political 
potential of life in the city otherwise.

Figure 5. Siyabonga Mahlangu, General Secretary of the Inner City Federation, outside Ingelosi 
House—or “Number 8” to residents—in Hillbrow. Photo by Matthew Wilhelm-Solomon, 2017.

Mahlangu lived in a building called Ingelosi House, known to residents only 
as Number 8. Mahlangu told me he was born in 1989, which at the time put him 
in his late twenties. He had grown up near Empangeni, in rural KwaZulu-Natal, 
moving to Johannesburg in 2008 after finishing high school. He had a cousin living 
in this building, so it had become his home since. He had also worked a number 
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of part-time jobs. In early 2014, the residents of Number 8 received an order to 
appear in court. The route to SERI, who would represent their case, proved circu-
itous: some of the residents of Ingelosi House, through social networks going back 
to home areas of KwaZulu-Natal, knew the occupants of a nearby building called 
Kiribilly, which had managed to resist eviction. It was the residents of Kiribilly 
who connected Number 8 with SERI. In time, their cases would become more 
closely connected than originally expected.

While SERI agreed to take on the case, it insisted, as usual, that the building 
form an elected committee. Mahlangu was voted onto that committee, and they 
managed to fight the case successfully. On April 16, 2018, the court ordered the 
City of Johannesburg to provide seventy-nine of the occupiers with “temporary 
shelter, from which they may not be evicted without a court order, in a location as 
near as possible to the property, by 31 October 2018.” The court order was given 
on the same day as that regarding Kiribilly.

Kiribilly is a six-story high-rise in Berea, with a large palm tree outside, sev-
eral blocks away from Ingelosi House. With 180 rooms, it is home to around 450 
residents. The entry hall has an imposing art deco window curving toward a bro-
ken elevator. Its floors are adorned with graffiti. This building had stood at the 
center of a major Constitutional Court case in 2017. In 2013, the building owners 
had wanted to evict the residents, claiming the latter had agreed to their eviction. 
However, after seeking legal advice through SERI, the occupiers stated that they 
had not known their rights when agreeing to leave the building.

I visited Kiribilly in November 2018 with one of its committee members, 
Cikizwa Gqokoma, who also formed part of the leadership at the ICF. Gqokoma 
was born in 1983 in the Eastern Cape province and came to Johannesburg in 2005, 
where she lived with her five-year-old daughter. Her room was large, its walls 
painted pink, and she had an old television with a bunny-ears antenna. Her only 
water source came through a hosepipe connected in the street. She told me that 
most of the residents of the building were either Zulu or Xhosa, and there was a 
strong sense of community among them. But conditions were terrible—they had 
electricity, but no water, and no security. Criminals would frequently run inside 
the building to hide on the roof, and residents would be blamed by the police. The 
Kiribilly residents argued their Constitutional Court case on February 14, 2017, 
with the court ruling that the residents had assented to eviction with inadequate 
knowledge of their rights; their case on alternative accommodation was referred 
back to the High Court. It was heard together with the case of Ingelosi House.
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Figure 6. Cikizwa Gqokoma, one of the committee members of the Inner City Federation, in her 
room in Kiribilly, Berea. Photo by Matthew Wilhelm-Solomon, 2017.

The court ordered the eviction of Ingelosi and Kiribilly on the basis that the 
city would provide the residents who qualified, who would be rendered homeless, 
with alternative accommodation. Both buildings would be provided accommoda-
tion in the same place: Mahlangu and Gqokoma would become neighbors. It felt 
like a mixed victory for both: they would have alternative accommodation, but 
they would also be displaced from the buildings that had become their homes. 

In spite of the Constitutional Court judgment, Mashaba’s raids continued to 
target Kiribilly repeatedly. One, among several, was early 2018: Gqokoma recalls 
her and her daughter being woken up in the middle of the night by police and 
forced out of their rooms onto the street. The police insulted them and called 
them “hijackers.” “I was angry,” Gqokoma told me, “but there’s nothing you can 
do, since it was a cop.” 

Both Kiribilly and Ingelosi House were to become unknowingly tied to the 
condition of The Station—for the South African residents of The Station had also 
been allocated accommodation in the same temporary accommodation site in the 
nearby suburb of Jeppe. Yet further complications would arise, for local residents 
there had claimed that this building should be allocated to them for housing, and 
had threatened to attack any residents who moved in, which in turn prevented the 
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relocations and evictions of Kiribilly, Ingelosi House, and The Station, a situation 
still ongoing at the time of writing.

CONCLUSION

The emergence of the ICF has shown the potentiality of residents of in-
ner-city occupations to mobilize and form a critical consciousness around a shared 
condition. In their case this self-referentiality and organization moved toward a 
“right to the city” paradigm. However, the civic mobilization of the ICF emerged 
from ways of living otherwise in existing unlawful occupations, rather than pre-
ceding these occupations. Further, the form of potentiality I wish to show in terms 
of the city otherwise is not merely a potentiality for formal political organization. 
It is the potentiality to live and endure “otherwise” in relation to hegemonic forms 
of urban governance, in particular the protection of private property rights along 
with the policing of the nation-state. 

Figure 7. Members of the Inner City Federation outside the Worker’s Museum in Newtown, 2019. 
Photo by Matthew Wilhelm-Solomon, 2019.

Povinelli views potentiality in terms of the duality of the oscillating potential 
“to be or not be.” Povinelli (2011, introduction) writes: “If we must persist in po-
tentiality, we must endure it as a space, a materiality, and temporality.” Potentiality 
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is “socially constituted and materially distributed,” referring to a realm of “excess, 
exhaustion and endurance.” These descriptions powerfully invoke the conditions 
of both those living in TEA and in unlawful occupations. This potentiality should 
not be evaluated simply in terms either of the privation of certain rights, or of 
some ideal form of commons or civic activism. Rather, it is a form of striving and 
endurance, and a mode of inhabiting the city otherwise, in ways that can mani-
fest in formal civic action, but do not necessarily lead to this. What defines the 
politics of the otherwise is, then, the materialization of “alternative forms of life” 
and their persistence “in the gale force of curtailing social winds” (Povinelli 2011, 
introduction)—in the context of Johannesburg, these relate in particular to forms 
of endurance and occupation in the context of evictions, real-estate markets, de-
portations, and temporary emergency accommodation. 

The concept of the city otherwise offers a distinct contribution to urban 
theory from theories of the commons or heterotopia and makes a contribution to 
assemblage theory. It captures the potentiality of alternate social projects without 
analyzing them in terms of either a transcendental or comparative concept (the 
“commons” or “participatory democracy”), or a given political trajectory. Rather, 
the political emerges from the otherwise and can take radically different forms—
the striving to merely survive and endure under the constant threat of eviction 
and erasure (in the case of The Station), or in incipient social movements (illus-
trated by the ICF).

I have framed the emergence of the city otherwise in terms of the legal para-
dox of the deferred emergency. While I have traced this in relation to the specifici-
ties of post-apartheid law, it certainly could be adapted to other social and political 
contexts in which one finds a contradiction between private property rights, pro-
tections against eviction, and rights to relocation. Comparative legal regimes and 
experiences of occupation exist, for instance, in India (see Appadurai 2001; Chat-
terjee 2004) and Brazil (De Carli and Frediani 2016; Stevens 2017), among others, 
suggesting the possibility for further comparative research in future.

The case studies here—of Saratoga Avenue, Ekhuthuleni, The Station, In-
gelosi House, and Kiribilly—show how deeply interconnected these buildings 
are through forms of conviviality, jurisprudence, and TEA. Nonetheless, these in-
terconnections sometimes remain invisible to the residents themselves. They are 
nets of sociality, law, and bureaucracy: from the gaps and possibilities in these, 
the city otherwise emerges. Unlawful occupations offer residents spaces in which 
they can “own” the city. And yet this ownership is always transient and uncertain, 
disrupted continually by police and immigration raids. For those who manage to 
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access TEA, life within the aporias of constitutional law creates a space of the oth-
erwise that provides protection against homelessness, but no offers of permanence. 
The deferred emergency creates a Zeno’s paradox in which the emergency never 
comes—and so cannot, under present conditions, be resolved.

POSTSCRIPT

I finalized this article during the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. Johan-
nesburg, along with the rest of South Africa, was under a police- and army-en-
forced lockdown that started on March 26, 2020, after President Cyril Ramaphosa 
decreed a national state of disaster on March 15, 2020. While the public health 
impact in terms of slowing incidence has proven effective so far, inner-city Johan-
nesburg residents, along with others in low-income areas of the country, have been 
particularly severely affected. Inner-city residents have been beaten with whips 
and shot at with rubber bullets in the streets. Dense living conditions and limited 
water supply mean that residents of occupations struggle to follow public health 
guidelines. Some, particularly undocumented migrants like those living at The Sta-
tion, yet to be evicted, are short of food. The concatenation of the pandemic, the 
deferred emergency and the state of exception proper is unfolding with potentially 
dire consequences. —Matthew Wilhelm-Solomon, April 20, 2020

ABSTRACT
This article draws on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Johannesburg between 
2011 and 2019 in inner-city unlawful occupations and temporary emergency ac-
commodation sites. These are often referred to as “hijacked buildings,” “bad build-
ings,” or “dark buildings.” However, they are also spaces of refuge, intimacy, and 
sociality for tens of thousands of South Africans and foreign nationals excluded from 
formal rental markets and often displaced by the drive for urban regeneration. This 
essay mobilizes two concepts to characterize these spaces. The first is the notion of 
the “city otherwise,” engaging Elizabeth Povinelli’s concept of “spaces of otherwise.” 
The residents of these occupations endure in spaces of emergence and potentiality. 
Furthermore, I argue that they exist in a juridical condition that I characterize as 
“the deferred emergency.” This condition entails the indefinite deferral of an emer-
gency, framed around both the juridical and the infrastructural form of “temporary 
emergency accommodation” for the evicted. [Johannesburg; urban occupation; the 
otherwise; eviction; assemblage theory; emergency accommodation]
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1. A Zimbabwean herself, fluent in several Southern African languages, who has asked to 
remain unnamed. 

2. I have anonymized the names of most interlocutors and of the location and name of 
The Station. TEA sites, along with Ingelosi House and Kiribilly, are named as they are 
already in the public domain through public court records and with approval from their 
representatives. Nomsa Dladla’s name, along with those of the leaders of the Inner City 
Federation, is used with written permission. Photographs, even when names are altered, 
are used with informed consent. Nomusa Mabaso’s name is used in her memory.

3. I have not referenced these, as doing so would breach the anonymity of one of my field 
sites, to which they refer. 

4. Povinelli’s is not the only conceptualization of the term otherwise. In addition to Awan 
(2016), Rike Sitas (2020), in an article published after the acceptance of this article, 
develops her own notion, not derived from the work of Povinelli, of “becoming other-
wise” based on “artful urban inquiry” and “experimental pedagogical politics.” Zimitri 
Erasmus (2017) has also developed her own distinct notion of the “otherwise” in relation 
to race and creolization in post-apartheid South Africa. 

5. The full name of the case is City of Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipality v Blue Moonlight 
Properties 39 (Pty) Ltd and Another (CC). The judgement, as documented by the South-
ern African Legal Information Institute, is available at http://www.saflii.org/za/cases/
ZACC/2011/33.pdf (accessed March 10, 2019).

6. The full name of the case is Dladla and Another v City of Johannesburg and Others. The 
judgement, as documented by the Southern African Legal Information Institute, is avail-
able at http://www.saflii.org/za/cases/ZACC/2017/42.pdf (accessed March 10, 2019).

7. These included, among others, the Inner City Resource Centre, Planact, and Doctors 
Without Borders (MSF).
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