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Abstract 
The UN-Habitat (2021a, p. 29) has been spearheading efforts at ensuring that 

“placemaking institutionalizes the role of art and culture to achieve a lasting 

sense of place for [communities]” as per the SDG 11 agenda. Place-making 

foregrounds the central role of communities in ensuring quality and liveable 

public spaces often through arts-led interventions. 

To date, little research exists on how this global place-making agenda is 

faring at the neighbourhood level. Even less studied are the arts and cultural 

(ecosystem) services of public space and the impact of waste on people’s 

ability to benefit from these services. Against the global place-making 

agenda, this research artistically interrogates the eco-cultural dimensions of 

sustainability issues of waste and public spaces. It does this through a case 

study of Riverside View Mega City, Johannesburg (South Africa) 

This qualitative research study uses a case study strategy and draws on a 

range of practices broadly associated with the arts-based and practice-

based methods. The study utilises a set of methodological tools like drawings, 

written and photo diaries to gain a window into the resident participants’ 

embodied experiences of waste and public space. 

In all, the research finds that waste malpractices have a disruptive impact on 

the residents’ ability to benefit from the eco-cultural services of public spaces 

in Riverside View Mega City. Consequently, public spaces are generally 

perceived and experienced negatively, although this is not uniform across all 

sections of the settlement. Moreover, efforts at institutionalising the arts and 

culture through place-making interventions remain ambiguous with little 

apparent relevance to the everyday sustainability issue of waste and public 

spaces. 

Keywords: Public space; Waste; Art; Culture; Artful sustainability 
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1. Introduction to the study 

1.1. Introduction  
There is growing scholarly and policy interest in integrating the arts and 

culture with the global urban sustainability agenda towards sustainable cities 

and communities (i.e. SDG 11). This happens amidst increasing recognition 

that culture, as values and a way of life, mediates the attainment of most of 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Dessein et al., 2015; Asikainen et 

al., 2017; Zheng et al., 2021). Academically, artistic research methods are 

increasingly considered an alternative to the dominant text and number-

based mode of engaging complex sustainability issues (Stucker and Bozuwa, 

2012; Duxbury, 2019; Kagan, 2019; Bentz, 2020).  

At the global policy level,  the United Cities and Local Governments (UGLG) 

(2008, 2015) has been working with some 300 cities to institutionalise the arts 

and culture towards urban sustainability. Sections 4 and 7 of the nine 

“commitments” of the 2015-adopted Agenda 21, for instance, call on cities 

to embrace the arts and culture towards sustainable urban planning and 

public space management (UCLG, 2015). As the chief custodian agency for 

SDG 11, the UN-Habitat (2021a, p. 29) has also been at pains to ensure that 

“placemaking institutionalizes the role of art and culture to achieve a lasting 

sense of place for [communities]”. 

The primary aim of place-making as a planning strategy towards SDG 11 is to 

enable the co-creation, activation and improvement of public spaces often 

by incorporating the arts (Courage et al., 2021). Mainly through its Global 

Public Space Programme, the UN-Habitat has been actively spearheading 

various strategic and tactical place-making interventions like urban 

gardening, painting and cultural activities to rejuvenate public spaces 

globally(UN-Habitat, 2021a).   
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Urban public spaces are now widely recognised for performing a range of 

aesthetic, spiritual, educational, recreational, sense of place and artistic 

inspiration functions called cultural (ecosystem) (dis)services (ES) (Potschin et 

al., 2016; Gottwald, Albert and Fagerholm, 2022). To date, however, global 

place-making studies have largely neglected the cultural (ecosystems) 

services provided by public spaces. Neither has it brought art and culture 

closer to everyday urban sustainability issues of waste and public space 

practice. 

Using artistic methods, this research interrogates the everyday (arts) and 

cultural experiences of waste and public spaces through a case study of 

Riverside View Mega City (hereon, Riverside), in Johannesburg, South Africa. 

Explicitly linking the global place-making agenda to the local cultural 

(ecosystem) services of public spaces identified in the Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment (MEA) report (2005), this research explores the social‐spatial 

implications of waste (mal)practices on public spaces.  

I set the cultural services of Riverside’s public spaces against the potentially 

disruptive bio-cultural “disservices” of waste in the area (Brown et al., 2020, p. 

1). It is in this interpenetrating biological (environmental) and cultural sense—

hence “bio-cultural”—that I speak of the eco-cultural dimensions of 

sustainability issues of waste and public space practices.  

1.2. Background  

The UN-Habitat’s (2021a, p. 29) efforts at institutionalising the art and culture 

through place-making towards SDG 11 implementation demands critical 

scholarly engagement. For one thing, it requires place-making to embrace 

the cross-cutting nature of waste and public spaces. These issues are set out 

in SDG targets 11.6 and 11.7, respectively. These targets call on cities to 

“reduce the adverse per capita environmental impact of cities… by paying 

special attention to… waste management and providing universal access to 
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safe, inclusive and accessible, green and public spaces”  by 2030 (Gordon, 

Davila and Riedy, 2022, p. 810).  

From a cultural (ecosystem) services standpoint, SDG 11.6 and 11.7 require 

considering how the bio-cultural disservices of waste (mal)practices impact 

the aesthetic, spiritual, educational, recreational, sense of place and 

inspirational value(s) of public spaces. The MEA (2005, p. 40) defines cultural 

services as “the nonmaterial benefits people obtain from ecosystems through 

spiritual enrichment, cognitive development, reflection, recreation, and 

aesthetic experiences”. These eco-cultural services of public spaces remain 

less explored in the place-making literature.  

Quality public spaces featuring trees, water bodies and community gardens 

have been shown to offer valued cultural services like enhancing people’s 

sense of place and belonging (Di Masso, Dixon and Hernández, 2017; Dai et 

al., 2022; Erfani, 2022). This is the positive perception of public spaces 

characteristic of the dominant UN-Habitat place-making discourse. The social 

practice place-making (SPPM) theorist, Cara Courage (2015, 2017, 2021) has 

been critical of this dominant fixed notion of public space as non-contextual 

and generalist.  

Less explored are the social‐spatial implications of waste (mal)practices and 

how these support or disrupt communities’ cultural services like sense of 

place. Since place-making is a process or “always in the process of 

“becoming”” (Singh, Niglio and Rana, 2023, p. 14), then this allows for the 

potentially place-disruptive qualities of waste.  

This conception of place allows for the possibility that a community’s cultural 

services like the aesthetic, spiritual, educational, sense of place, and 

recreational values of public space, could be eroded. In fact, studies have 

shown the negative impact of waste on people’s experiences of public 

places.  Such place-disruptive qualities of waste may lead to what Di Masso, 

Dixon and Hernández (2017, pp. 98–99) would call a “sense of place 

dissatisfaction” and “place detachment”.  
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The prevailing throw-away culture or what Hawkins (2006, p. 30) calls an 

“ethos of disposability”, presents other important elements of the arts and 

cultural issues of waste and public space. It brings up the question of what 

sort of art and culture the UN-Habitat-led place-making agenda seeks to 

institutionalise. This question is most pertinent amidst the prevailing “ethos of 

disposability” that has effectively rendered waste “a landscape in its own 

right” in urban public spaces (Hawkins, 2006, p. 30). Put more simply, the 

global place-making agenda needs to come to terms with the dominant 

“culture and art of unsustainability” if it is to deliver on its promises (Kagan, 

2011b, p. 23).  

This research draws much inspiration from the more grassroots philosophy of 

SPPM.  Exhibiting a shift from the dominant fixed notions of art and spatial use 

towards a deliberate attempt to rethink art and space collectively, SPPM 

effectively unsettles the conventional notions of what art, public space and 

sustainability are. SPPM not only fosters a re-appropriation of public space to 

shape it in communities’ image, but also reinventing its use through “social 

practice artform[s]” like gardening (Courage, 2017a, p. 6).  

Essentially, this form of place-making takes art and culture away from the 

consumer-driven, monumental events realm into everyday life. SPPM reflects 

Stucker and Bozuwa’s (2012, p. 46) “art of sustainability” whose aim is to 

advance the global aspirations of sustainability. Also, SPPM draws inspiration 

from Kaprow and Kelley’s (2003, p. 201) notion of “lifelike art” which aims at 

turning art at the service of life rather than art itself, that is, “artlike art”.  

This conception of place-making, then, demystifies the oft-abstract, 

specialised and fuzzy concepts of art and sustainability by embedding them 

in the everyday “place-shaping” activities of urban waste and public space 

practices.  This is the art and culture which place-making may need to 

institutionalise if it is to advance the global agenda towards sustainable cities 

and communities. 
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1.3. Research aims 

Against this global-local theoretical background to place-making, this 

research aims to examine Riverside resident participants’ experiences of the 

eco-cultural services of public space and how waste malpractices impact 

those experiences. In doing this, the study seeks to set the theoretical 

concepts of place-making against the residents’ embodied experiences of 

waste and public spaces. I also wish to enrich the theoretical principles of 

place-making by embedding them in the rich textures of people’s embodied 

experiences of waste and public spaces. 

1.4. Concepts and definitions 

This section outlines the key concepts and phrases and the ways in which 

they are used in this study. These key concepts and phrases are public space, 

waste, art, culture, ecosystem services, and (artful) sustainability. I will 

describe them individually also in relation to one another. 

Waste 

Waste denotes general or domestic wastes which are considered to pose 

limited environmental and public health risks if properly managed as 

classified in South Africa’s National Waste Management Strategy (DEFF, 

2020). General waste streams consist of paper, cardboard, plastics, glass, 

organic waste etc. This definition of waste encompasses other related terms 

as found in the literature like litter, junk, trash, garbage, etc. 

Public space 

In defining public spaces, I use the Global Public Space Programme-adopted 

definition of “all places publicly owned or of public use, accessible and 

enjoyable by all for free and without a profit motive” (UN-Habitat, 2021b, p. 

12). Within this definition, I include related terms like open space system, 

landscape and urban green infrastructure which connotes the entire urban 
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green network composed of semi-natural and man-made green spaces like 

urban parks, streams and community gardens.  

Ecosystem services 

Ecosystems are a dynamic complex comprising microorganism, plant, animal 

and the non-living beings interacting as a functional unit. The phrase 

“ecosystem services” refers to the benefits people obtain from ecosystems. 

These ecosystems are part of the urban public spaces with which this study 

concerned. 

This study interrogates a range of ecosystem services comprising four main 

categories as outlined in the MEA report.  These include cultural services like 

recreational, aesthetic, and spiritual benefits; regulating services that 

regulate climate, floods, disease, wastes, air and water quality; and 

supporting services like soil formation, photosynthesis, and nutrient cycling; 

provisioning services such as fibre, food, water, and timber.  

The study acknowledges the conceptual and practical challenge of 

distinguishing between the mutually supportive biophysical or environmental 

spaces and the resulting cultural practices of, and benefits to, humans 

captured in the concept of ecosystem services. Therefore, I will use the terms 

“eco-cultural” or “bio-cultural” (dis)services to reflect this interdependence.  

Culture 

This study adopts a values systems view of culture as assessed through the 

lens of sustainability by some cultural sustainability scholars. Culture here is 

understood to denote the social production and transmission of shared 

values and meanings. This description of culture “covers both the values 

upon which a society is based and the embodiments and expressions of 

these values in the day-to-day world of that society” (Hawkes, 2003, pp. 3).  

Against the cultural sustainability discourse which centres around the idea 

that sustainability is a cultural issue, this study makes use of such expressions as 
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an “ethos of disposability” and “culture of (un)sustainability” to reflect this 

value systems definition of culture. 

Art 

Art should be understood as the diversity of symbolic mediums through which 

a community develops, expresses and makes meaning of its culture.  This 

diversity of symbolic mediums include narrative, poetry, dance, photography 

and painting.  

Beyond this conventional understanding of the concept of art, this study 

adopts the social practice art usage of the concept. In social practice art, 

transformations of public spaces through urban farming and community 

gardening are considered artforms. This conception of art has been 

popularised by the social practice place-making (SPPM) theorist and 

practitioner, Cara Courage (2015, 2017, 2021). 

Artful sustainability 

Sustainability as used in this study extends beyond the traditional three 

economic, social and ecological pillars of sustainable development. These 

are also called the triple—people, profit and planet—bottom-line approach 

to sustainable development (Bals, Tate and Ellram, 2022). Sustainability here is 

used in the cultural sustainability sense that advocated for culture’s inclusion 

as the fourth pillar of sustainable development alongside the traditional 

three. This view aligns with the “culture as sustainable development” 

perspective which I will elaborate more on in Section 2.4 of the report. 

The phrase “artful sustainability” will be used in the original sense of the 

prominent cultural sustainability theorist, Sacha Kagan. In its basic sense, artful 

sustainability refers to “artistic and creative approaches… to sustainability-

oriented action and research” (Kagan, 2017, p. 151). As I will argue later in 

this report, artful sustainability research is a distinct branch of the traditional 

arts-based research (ABR) methods with a uniquely artistic turn to 

sustainability research. 
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Going beyond the traditional notions of art and sustainability as though things 

distant from daily practice, artful sustainability research draws on a wide 

range of artforms—including social practice art—to foreground the 

untapped or underutilized potential of art in sustainability research. 

Ultimately, the concepts of art, sustainability and culture as used in this 

research study defy easy separation conceptually, methodologically and 

practically. This is the essence of artful sustainability research as 

conceptualised by Kagan (2011, pp. 399–400): 

[Where] sustainability is understood as a continuous search process, 

art is then to be constructed as a field of experimentation, engaged 

in everyday life and culture 

Hence, I will sometimes use the concepts, art, culture, creativity and 

aesthetics interchangeably.  This is mainly because art continues to be 

perceived as the ultimate manifestation of culture, and has close ties with the 

aesthetic. This conception of artful sustainability research reflects the report’s 

“theories-in-use” approach  which seeks to bring the compartmentalised 

domains of art, culture and sustainability into the realm of everyday practices 

(Dieleman, 2012, p. 49). 

1.5. Problem statement and rationale 

This study is based on an investigation of Riverside resident’s everyday waste 

and public space practices. While the settlement has been hailed for having 

“all the markings of what constitutes a sustainable human settlement” (CoJ, 

2019), Riverside is showing signs of waste mismanagement practices marked 

by open dumping and burning which is visibly reshaping its public spaces. 

Little is known about how Riverside’s residents perceive and experience 

public spaces amidst a growing throw-away culture. 

The study is set against the context of global efforts at institutionalising the arts 

and culture through place-making interventions to foster communities’ sense 
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of place. To date, little scholarly attention has been paid to place-shaping 

aspects of disposal and their attendant impact on people’s sense of place or 

belonging. Beyond the theoretical abstractions of place-making, a critical 

examination of communities’ everyday experiences of place-making in its 

concrete manifestation in place and space is also required.   

To address this seeming theory-practice gap in place-making, the research 

makes a locally grounded analysis of place-making through the lens of the 

residents’ daily experiences of waste and public space practices. Ultimately, 

the study aims to ground the oft-abstract UN-Habitat-led global place-

making agenda in the rich texture of Riverside residents’ everyday 

experiences of waste and public spaces.  

1.6.  Research methods 

This qualitative research study uses a case study strategy and draws on a 

range of practices broadly associated with the arts-based and practice-

based methods.   

Case study strategy 

This report is based on a case study of Riverside. A case study strategy is 

characteristically used to make an in-depth inquiry into a topic or 

phenomenon within its real-life setting or context (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2019). This strategy aligns with this study’s objective of gaining a 

contextual insight into the residents’ waste and public space experiences in 

their real-life context. 

Arts-based methods 

The study deploys a range of artistic methods. These include electronic and 

physical diaries, drawings, narrative and photography to interrogate 

cognitive and more-than-cognitive dimensions of people’ waste and public 

space practices and experiences. Arts-based methods proved useful in 

exploring and collecting data about the complex sensorial, aesthetic and 
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imaginative aspects of the residents’ lived experiences of waste and public 

spaces (Leavy, 2020; Ward and Shortt, 2020; Casey and Murray, 2022).  

Practice-based methods 

Practice-based research refers to research studies that integrate theory with 

practice or what is sometimes termed a theories-in-use approach (Dieleman, 

2012). In this study, I treated the theoretical concepts of art, sustainability and 

culture as inseparable from their place-based lived experiences and 

practices by the residents. Consequently, knowledge about these concepts 

was construed as both situated in theory and emergent in practice (Kagan, 

2019). 

1.7. Research limitations 

The first major challenge in executing this research study concerned time 

constraints because of delays in getting my ethics clearance. This had me 

resorting to “discount ethnography”, that is, reducing the extensive pre- and 

post-activities interaction I had initially planned to have on the field and with 

the research participants (Thoring, Luippold and Mueller, 2013, p. 3). The lack 

of time also deprived me of the opportunity to adequately interrogate the 

rich contextual data I had gathered with the resident participants.  

While some participants showed a good understanding of the “Make” toolset 

instructions together with an intrinsic interest to participate, others lacked 

these. This may explain why only 5 of the 15 ‘Make’ activities were completed 

at the end of the study. Also, while open to allowing new issues, methods, 

goals and perspectives to emerge in the course of the research, I did not fully 

embrace emergence as integral to my research. Put simply, I did not 

anticipate and embrace the uncertainty and puzzlement characteristic of 

trans-disciplinary emergent research (Dieleman, 2012). 
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1.8. Research questions 

Against the theoretical backdrop of place-making as an integrative strategy 

towards sustainable cities and communities, I ask the following overall 

research question: 

• How do resident participants experience the eco-cultural services of 

Riverside’s public spaces and how are these experiences impacted by 

waste malpractices? 

Sub-questions: 

• What eco-cultural services of public spaces are valued by the resident 

participants?  

• What impact does waste in public spaces have on participants’ 

perceptions or experiences of public spaces?  

• What do participants’ experiences of waste and public spaces reveal 

about their sense of place in Riverside? 

• What gaps are identified between the theoretical concepts of place-

making and Riverside resident participants’ everyday lived experiences 

of waste and public spaces? 

1.9. Chapter outline 

Chapter two contextualises the study by setting out four thematic areas of 

importance for understanding the current discourses on the role of art and 

culture in urban sustainability studies. I discuss these themes through the lens 

of waste and public space.  

The first theme outlines the contested “cultural sustainability” philosophies 

concerning the role of the arts and culture in urban sustainability. The second 

theme interrogates the eco-cultural dimensions of waste and public spaces. 

The third one considers place-making’s potential to serve as a “boundary 

object” at the intersection of the arts and cultural aspects of urban 

sustainability issues of waste and public space. The last theme examines art 
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as a research method, with a particular emphasis on the emerging, yet 

divergent, field of artful sustainability research 

Chapter three presents the study area, highlighting its physical and socio-

spatial attributes through a place-making lens. This chapter also sets 

Riverside’s portrayal as an integrated and sustainable human settlement 

against the background of its growing waste malpractices in public spaces. 

Chapter four outlines the methods adopted in conducting this study, 

including the techniques used to generate data for answering the research 

questions. I elaborate on what the ‘Say-Do-Make’ model is, and how it was 

used at different stages of the research process. This chapter pays particular 

attention to the ‘Make’ toolset co-utilised and analysed with the resident 

participants to capture our rich everyday experience of waste and public 

spaces.  

This chapter also sets out my positionality and identity in relation to the study 

site and the impact these had on the research processes. I also consider the 

research limitations and challenges encountered in the process of going 

about the theoretical-methodological aspects of the study.  

Chapter five presents an analysis and discussion of the generated data and 

the processes followed in making sense of it using the model outlined in the 

fourth chapter. It delves into an analysing of the resident participants-

generated data together with CoJ officials’ data about efforts at 

embedding the arts and culture towards sustainable cities.  

 Chapter 6 draws conclusions to the report based on the findings about the 

questions. The chapter briefly outlines the research questions before thrashing 

out the main finding about each one of them. Lastly, it considers the 

potential areas for further research in Riverside concerning the eco-cultural 

dimensions of waste and public spaces. 
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2. Literature 

2.1. Introduction 

The literature review sets out thematic areas of significance for understanding 

the current discourse on the role of art and culture in urban sustainability 

studies from the cultural sustainability literature. I interrogate these themes 

through a waste and public space lens. All themes are collectively important 

for an integrated understanding of the largely fragmented fields of arts, 

culture, waste, public space and sustainability studies with which this study is 

concerned. 

I will first explore the current global efforts at institutionalising the arts and 

culture towards implementating SDG 11.6 and 11.7 in particular. I then 

consider the diverse “cultural sustainability” philosophies around which the 

role of art and culture in urban sustainability are debated. I examine these 

through the lens of waste and public space practices.  

Following that, I interrogate the eco-cultural dimensions of waste and public 

spaces within the ecosystem services (ES) literature. I then consider place-

making as a “boundary object” at the intersection of the arts and cultural 

aspects of urban sustainability issues of waste and public space. I examine art 

as a research method, with a particular emphasis on the emerging, yet 

divergent, field of artful sustainability research from which this study drew 

inspiration. I then conclude with a theoretical framework summarising the key 

theories of relevance for a coherent analysis of the gathered data and 

answering the research questions. 

2.2. Urban waste and public spaces in SDG 11.6 and 11.7 

SDG targets 11.6 and 11.7 calls on cities to “reduce the adverse per capita 

environmental impact of cities… by paying special attention to… waste 

management and providing universal access to safe, inclusive and 
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accessible, green and public spaces”  by 2030 (Gordon, Davila and Riedy, 

2022, p. 810). These targets underscore the close relationship between urban 

waste and public space practices. To date, the eco-cultural dimensions of 

urban sustainability issues about waste and public spaces remain 

understudied and compartmentalised in policy and academic research.  

This siloed treatment of the complex urban landscape happens amidst global 

efforts at localising the SDGs. Localisation is about co-creating with 

communities to find solutions to global goals at the local implementation 

level (UCLG, 2018, 2022). Making sustainability comprehensible and practical 

in the day-to-day lives of urban communities remains a challenge, however.  

Amidst increasing acknowledgement of the complexity of sustainability 

efforts, there are growing global calls for serious consideration of the eco- 

cultural dimensions of sustainability (UCLG, 2015). At the international level, 

the UN-Habitat, UCLG and UNESCO have been at the forefront of underlining 

the role of culture in sustainability. The World Commission on Culture and 

Development  report, Our Creative Diversity (1995), for instance, had 

previously underscored the key role of grassroots popular art interventions 

towards the global urban sustainability agenda.  

Street art, the report states, has the potential to “save, rehabilitate or give 

new life to areas doomed to demolition, dereliction or anonymity” as forms of 

collective creativity (World Commission on Culture and Development, 1995, 

p. 80). The report contested the dominant “single, uniform, linear path... [that] 

inevitably eliminate cultural diversity and experimentation, and dangerously 

limit humankind’s creative capacities” (World Commission on Culture and 

Development, 1995, p. 7). Since then, there has been greater interest in the 

arts and culture in both research and practice concerning the urban 

sustainability agenda (Soini and Birkeland, 2014; Meireis and Rippl, 2019).  

Mainly through its 2004 globally adopted Agenda 21 for Culture document, 

the UGLG (2008, 2015) has been working with some 300 cities to embed the 

arts and culture towards the urban sustainability agenda. Sections 4 and 7 of 
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the nine “commitments” of the 2015 adopted Agenda 21: Actions 

document, for instance, call on cities to embrace the arts and culture for 

sustainability in urban planning and public space management (UCLG, 

2015). Johannesburg and Durban are among the few African member cities. 

However, an emerging field of “cultural sustainability” discourse has come to 

put front and centre the debates on the role of art and culture concerning 

the urban sustainability agenda. 

2.3. Locating art within the “cultural sustainability” discourse 

The call for greater consideration of the largely disregarded role of the arts 

and culture in urban sustainability discourse happens within the growing, but 

fragmented, “cultural sustainability” discourse (Kagan, 2011b; Soini and 

Birkeland, 2014; Meireis and Rippl, 2019). The prominent cultural sustainability 

theorist, Sacha Kagan, has consistently maintained that sustainability is 

foremost a cultural challenge. In his book, Art and Sustainability: Connecting 

Patterns for a Culture of Complexity (2011), Kagan extensively explores the 

field’s key dimensions of arts, culture and sustainability.  

Therein, he argues that sustainability should be “understood as a continuous 

search process [where] art is...constructed as a field of experimentation, 

engaged in everyday life and culture” (2011, pp. 399–400). Sustainability is a 

search process as it has yet to formulate solutions to everyday issues like 

urban waste and public spaces (mal)practices. This requires arts-based forms 

of research, expression and experimentation in what Kagan (2011, p. 170) 

somewhere calls “the search process of cultures of sustainability”. The role of 

art and culture remain contested areas of study and practice within the 

cultural sustainability discourse, however. 

The cultural sustainability discourse has different, or even competing, 

narratives and normative positions. Soini and Birkeland (2014) identified seven 

major narratives or storylines in the cultural sustainability discourse. These 

comprise the cultural heritage, cultural vitality, economic viability, cultural 
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diversity, locality, eco-cultural resilience and eco-cultural civilisation narratives 

(See Figure 2). While not mutually exclusive, the cultural sustainability 

landscape reflects four ideologies or attitudes that Soini and Birkeland (2014) 

call “contexts”. Of these ideologies, two remain dominant. One of these is the 

narrow anthropocentric view of the art and culture composed of the 

conservative and neoliberal contexts. The other is the eco-centric—or to use 

Zeng’s (2019) term, “ecoholism”—perspective comprising the communitarian 

and environmental narratives. 

Dessein’s et al., (2015) three-part model depicted below complements Soini 

and Birkeland’s in illustrating the dominant perspectives on the role of art and 

culture in the cultural sustainability discourse. The “culture in sustainable 

development” perspective—represented by the orange free-standing pillar 

alongside the other pillars of sustainable development on the left side of the 

diagram—remains the dominant narrative (see Figure 2.1). 

 

 

Figure 2.1 Summary table of storylines and political contexts of ‘‘cultural sustainability’’ 
Source: Soini and Birkeland (2014). 

South Africa’s Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries (DEFF), 

which is responsible for waste and open space management under the 
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Environment and Culture sector of the Expanded Public Works Programme 

(EPWP), would exemplify this narrative.  

The “culture in sustainable development” perspective has been criticised for 

its tendency to confine the arts and culture to museums, galleries, heritage 

and tourist sites. An assessment of the EPWP’s Green and Open Space 

Management, People and Parks, Working for Ecosystems, and Working for 

Waste programmes under the Environment and Culture sector betrays this 

perspective of culture. While the sector frames its programmes within the 

sustainability agenda, it acknowledges its “biasness towards job creation” 

(DEA, 2014, p. 1). An assessment of the sector’s 2019-2024 report focus  areas 

show an orientation towards the tourism and creative industry (DPWI, 2019). 

This suggests a narrow view of the arts and culture’s role in the sustainability 

agenda which could further derail the long-term sustainability goals of cities 

and communities (Averchenkova, Gannon and Curran, 2019; SACN, 2020). 

This is because the sustainability agenda entails a balanced consideration of 

the eco-social, alongside economic ones. 

 

Figure 2.2 Three models of culture and sustainable development Source:  (Dessein et 
al., 2015). 

This hegemonic view of the arts is largely associated with the “consumerist 

messaging of mass media” that has, according to Iqani (2020, p. 10), 

“contributed to [the prevailing] disposable culture”. This disposable culture 

refers to the dominant throwaway culture responsible for “the trashing of 
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beautiful environments” such as urban public spaces (Iqani, 2020, p. 35). 

According to Dessein et al.,  (2015), this prevailing model has largely confined 

the arts and culture to the creative industries of the urban economy. 

The “culture in sustainable development” perspective, argue Soini and 

Birkeland (2014), exhibits a narrow anthropocentric view of art and culture. 

They see it as composed of the conservative and neoliberal urban class. In 

essence, the hegemonic model aligns with Soini and Birkeland’s (2014, p. 217) 

“heritage and cultural vitality storylines” which are primarily “constructed in 

and for the global space” of consumer culture. Here, art and culture mainly 

serve the urban consumer-driven economy (Iqani, 2020; Parameswara and 

Utama, 2020). 

The “culture for sustainable development” perspective stresses the mediating 

role of culture in all spheres of human life. This perspective spotlights how 

culture mediates the various sustainability pillars (i.e. the triple bottom-line). 

The central diagram of Figure 2.2 portrays this.  In urban (sustainability) 

studies, the everyday eco-cultural aspects of waste and public space 

practices continue to receive scant attention (Zheng et al., 2021). This is partly 

because consumption, rather than what Hawkins (2006, p. 24) calls the 

“ethos (i.e. culture) of disposability”, remains the main focus of cultural studies 

(Storey, 2017; Lau, 2022). The growing field of waste studies is gradually 

expanding this domain beyond its traditional techno-economic orbit towards 

hybrid spatio-ecological and cultural considerations (Martínez, 2017; Bradley 

and Persson, 2022; Lau, 2022). 

Studies show the mediating role culture plays in society’s waste and public 

space practices and experiences. Waste management practices are 

influenced by location-specific norms, traditions and locally prevailing 

practices (Kountouris, 2022). In their extensive study of more than 300 

publications, Zheng et al. concluded that cultural norms and practices 

impact the achievement of all 17 SDGs and 79% of its targets, respectively 

(2021). Despite the dominance of techno-managerial solutions in urban 

waste and public space management practices, their eco-cultural 
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dimensions are increasingly being acknowledged as central. For instance, 

the South Africa Department of Environment, Forestry & Fisheries (DEFF) has 

identified the “lack of a recycling culture” as one of the major obstacles to 

waste management (2020, p. 15).  

Cultural values permeate different aspects of social life. The management, 

uses and valuation of public spaces have, for instance, been shown to be 

mediated by cultural values and norms. Even design and management 

practices of public places are mediated by cultural values. Cilliers et al., 

(2018, p. 172) have noticed a general preference for “sanitised” lawns and 

parks over “messy” yet ecologically functional parks and gardens. This often 

leads to a homogenisation of urban green spaces and fragmentation of 

biotic habitats.  

Such a people-centred landscape preference is what Lee and Kendal (2018, 

p. 125) call the “scenic aesthetic mode”. This mode is based primarily on 

visual perception or beauty. Orr and Pyle (, 2008, p. 211) are critics of this 

“barbering and manicuring of open spaces” as they generally lack any 

ecological value. They, instead, call for greater accommodation of features 

like build-side gardens in the built environment. Such features are known to 

invite biotic diversity, thus enabling greater environmental contact and 

learning or even care for it. 

An “ecological aesthetic mode” of landscape preference is based mainly on 

biodiversity (Cilliers et al., 2018). Managing urban green spaces for people 

and nature needs a balance of both. However, the dominant urban public 

space design and management culture appears to show a preference for 

the former. The erasure of community gardens from many cityscapes globally 

evinces this, according to Langemeyer and Gómez-Baggethun (2018). 

Dessein et al. (2015) argue that the general disregard for the mediating role 

of culture may explain the elusiveness of sustainable development.  

The eco-cultural dimensions of sustainability issues of waste and public space 

practices tend to receive little attention in policy and practice. This may 
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explain the abortive waste prevention efforts that have plagued the South 

African government for decades, for example. Among these includes the 

ambitious 2001 Polokwane Declaration on Waste Management which had 

set out to achieve zero waste in landfills by 2022 (Oluwatoyin, Otieno and 

Venter, 2008). The 2015 National Waste Management Summit’s “war on 

waste” programme has generally not reduced the amount of waste in 

landfills (DFFE, 2015).  

The CoJ is among the cities confronting major waste mismanagement 

practices in public spaces—and with negative socio-economic and 

environmental costs. At 1 492 000 tons of general waste per year, the city 

accounts for about half of Gauteng Province’s 3.02 million tons (South African 

Planning Institute, 2016). A considerable amount of this waste winds up in 

public spaces. An estimated 250 000 tons of illegally dumped waste is 

collected per annum at an estimated cost of 70 million (Hedley, 2022).  This 

potentially comes at an even greater socio-environmental cost or 

“disservice”.  

A growing number of scholars recognise the potential role of art in the search 

process for a culture(s) of sustainability (Hahn, 2010; Kagan, 2011b; Meireis 

and Rippl, 2019). Kagan has repeatedly called for the need for humanity to 

re-discover its numbed sensibility to the human-nature interdependencies. He 

believes the arts may play a key part in re-awakening this sensitivity (Kagan, 

2011b, 2012, 2019). The art he refers to diverges drastically from the one 

fostered by the “culture in sustainable development” perspective.  

Kagan (2012, p. 31) refers to “art understood as a verb, rather than as a 

noun”, meaning art not as final achievements, fixed products or artefacts, 

but rather, as “interactions, experiences and processes in their vitality”. 

Understood this way, art serves the role of interrogating everyday 

sustainability practices like urban waste and public space (mal)practices at 

the rational and more-than-rational levels. 
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2.4. Eco-cultural dimensions of waste and public spaces 

The “culture as sustainable development” model is more dynamic, holistic 

and transformative than the previous two. According to  Dessein et al. (2015, 

p. 31), culture in this model assumes the role of actually “creating 

sustainability”. Kagan (2011b, p. 16) calls this the “culture(s) of sustainability”, 

meaning a “set(s) of norms and values, social conventions and institutions, 

informing the transition to more sustainable practices”. The model departs 

from the narrow focus on the economic imperative associated with the 

“culture in sustainable development” perspective. “Culture as sustainable 

development” recognises the inextricably connected dimensions of “culture 

[as] part of nature, “within art” (Kagan, 2011a, p. 68). These human-nature 

interpenetrations spotlight the oft-neglected eco-cultural dimensions of the 

compartmentalised urban waste and public space regimes.   

“Culture as sustainable development” enters the interdependent, yet largely 

compartmentalised and understudied realms of art, waste and public space 

practices. Dessein et al relate “culture as sustainable development” to an 

“eco-cultural civilisation” that interrogates the everyday place-based 

meaning of sustainability. This perspective promotes an understanding of the 

inseparability of the human from the non-human communities.  

Table 2.1 Cultural ecosystem services and examples Source: Adapted from Brears 
(2020) 
Supporting 
 
Nutrient cycling, soil formation, 
primary production etc. 
 
Provisioning 
 
Food, water, fibre, wood etc. 

Regulating 
 
Food and water regulation, disease 
and climate regulation etc. 
 
Cultural 
 
Aesthetic, spiritual, educational, 
recreational and artistic inspiration 
etc. 
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However, the cultural sustainability literature has yet to step beyond 

theoretical abstractions into empirical eco-cultural dimensions of 

sustainability issues like waste and public spaces. Interrogating the ecosystem 

(dis)services literature is illuminating in understanding “culture as sustainable 

development” in relation to art, waste and public space practices. 

Urban public spaces are now widely recognised for having a range of socio-

economic, environmental and cultural values (i.e. benefits) called Ecosystem 

Services (ES) (Potschin et al., 2016; Langemeyer and Gómez-Baggethun, 

2018; Dai et al., 2022). These are categorised into provisioning, regulating, 

supporting and cultural services as shown in Table 2.1. To date, few studies 

have examined “culture as sustainable development” in relation to art, waste 

and public space practices. Fish, Church and Winter’s (2016) article, 

Conceptualising cultural ecosystem services: a novel framework for research 

and critical engagement, has sparked some interest into cultural ES studies 

where art, waste and public space practices interact (Brown et al., 2020; 

Tandarić, Ives and Watkins, 2020).  

The central elements of Figure 2.3 depict the mutually reinforcing character 

of public (i.e. environmental) spaces and cultural practices. According to 

Fish, Church and Winter (2016), public spaces like urban gardens and parks 

provide special contexts for undertaking cultural activities like creative 

expression (i.e. art) and consumption. From these, humans may derive a 

range of cultural benefits (i.e. identity, experiences, capabilities) such as a 

sense of place and artistic inspiration. The ecosystem disservice literature has 

usefully illustrated the potential loss of these bio-cultural benefits owing to 

man-made sources, among other things (Lyytimäki et al., 2008; Lyytimäki and 

Sipilä, 2009; Guo, Song and Dong, 2022).  

Lyytimäki and Sipilä (2009, p. 311) have identified waste malpractices or 

littering in public spaces among the drivers of bio-cultural disservices which 

they describe as:  
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Figure 2.3 Concept of cultural ecosystem services and benefits Source: Fish, Church 
and Winter (2016) 

 [The] negative effects of ecosystem degradation caused directly or 

indirectly by human activities. 

Waste malpractices in public spaces, then, have the potential to issue in 

what Di Masso, Dixon and Hernández (2017, pp. 98–99) call a “sense of place 

dissatisfaction” and “place detachment”. Place detachment is 

characterised by an erosion of a positive cognitive, affective, and conative 

evaluation a person or community has towards a place. A negative 

evaluation of a place may result from a host of things including a diminishing 

sense of safety, socio-political or environmental changes that may disrupt a 

community or individuals’ normal experiences of a place. Place detachment 



34 

 

is closely tied to the idea of place dissatisfaction, and both are elements of 

the “umbrella” concept of sense of place as detailed by Goran  Erfani (2022). 

One may assume that the (artistic) inspirational values of public spaces could 

be disrupted in the same fashion. Through his concept of “negative 

aesthetics”, Berleant (2010) cautions against limiting art to the beautiful and 

sublime. The arts often draw inspiration from the ugly and profane to perform 

social functions like intellectual and emotional enlargement of audiences, or 

as social commentary.   

2.5. Place-making as a “boundary object”  

The disciplines of art, waste and public space research and practice operate 

in compartmentalised, detached and oft-hyper-specialised domains within 

the shared urban landscape. Moreover, how these fragmented domains 

relate to urban sustainability is largely understudied and without an 

integrating model. The growing global acceptance of place-making as a 

social practice and planning instrument holds promise of becoming a 

“boundary object” for art, waste and public space integration (Carlile, 2002; 

DHS, 2019; Turvey, 2019; Courage, 2021). Wenger (2008, p. 105) describes 

boundary objects as: 

artifacts, documents, terms, concepts, and other forms of reification 

around which communities of practice can organize their 

interconnections. 

Boundary objects, then, facilitate interaction and communication between 

different knowledge domains, concepts or communities of practice. 

Boundary objects are useful as a “shared space” for research or practice 

beyond disciplinary domains towards common goals (Carlile, 2002; Akkerman 

and Bakker, 2011; Schrag and McKinnon, 2022). Enqvist et al.(2018) reiterates 

that boundary objects do not enable cross-disciplinary interaction by 

themselves. This implies that boundary “crossing” or operating beyond 

domains may be subject to intense negotiations. 
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As the chief custodian agency for SDG 11, the UN-Habitat has been 

spearheading place-making as a co-implementation strategy to promote 

safe, clean and universally accessible public spaces (UN-Habitat, 2021a, 

2021b). The agency is increasingly orienting place-making towards joint 

implementation of SDG 11.7 primarily through its Global Public Space 

Programme (UN-Habitat, 2018, 2021a). This broad view of place as a process 

and ever in the making towards sustainable cities and communities accords 

with that of Singh, Niglio and Rana (2023).  

Table 2.2 Theoretical foundations of place-making Source: Singh, Niglio and Rana 
(2023). 

Theoretical foundations of place-making 

 

As source of perception: 

 through the smells, sounds, and sights experienced while immersed in the place 

As a process:  

occurring somewhere along a continuum ranging from “change that is imposed 
upon an individual, or society” through “change that is created by the individual” 

As Sense of place: 
Sense of place is accepted to be a vital point in our understanding of what 

‘placemaking’, as a process, creates in terms of an outcome within an individual 
and the cultural 

Group 

 

In what they consider the three foundational principles of place-making, 

Singh, Niglio and Rana (2023) paint a holistic picture of how to understand a 

place (Table 2.2). According to them, a place or a landscape (i.e. public 

space) is to be understood as ever in the process of “becoming”. The authors 

appear to suggest that the formal place-making agenda of urban design 

and planning needs to keep these principles as the main focus or outcomes 

of their “landscaping” efforts. More than that, they argue that most human 

activities fall within the domain of place-making. Although not directly 
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mentioned, this broader conceptualisation of place-making allows for the 

arts and cultural aspects of everyday waste and public space practices. 

The UN-Habitat (2021a, p. 29) has also been at pains to ensure that 

“placemaking institutionalizes the role of art and culture to achieve a lasting 

sense of place for [communities]”. To date, it remains open as to what sort of 

art and culture the UN-Habitat-led place-making agenda seeks to 

institutionalise. Place-making is primarily concerned with the creation of 

liveable urban public spaces and is defined as: 

The act of strengthening the connection between people and place 

through the creation of public spaces that act as a centre or focal 

point for the community (Ellery and Ellery, 2019, p. 238). 

At the practical level, place-making uses “a set of tools that puts the 

community front and centre of deciding how their place looks and how it 

functions” (Courage, 2021, p. 2). According to Courage (2021, p. 3), it should 

prioritise the “relative expertism” of local communities often using socially 

engaged art as one of its main tools. Place-making positions local residents as 

experts of their neighbourhoods’ public place through participatory arts-

based interventions. The abundance of literature on the potentially 

transformative role of place-making as a trans-disciplinary boundary object 

for sustainability largely lacks empirical studies (Ellery and Ellery, 2019; Raven, 

2021; Schrag and McKinnon, 2022).  

It appears that place-making has yet to empirically demonstrate the 

relevance of its arts-led interventions to everyday sustainability issues of urban 

waste and public (mal)practices. The social practice place-making (SPPM) 

theorist and practitioner, Cara Courage (2015, 2017, 2021), has incessantly 

demanded that place-making render its arts relevant to everyday public 

space issues. Her typology matrix underscores the different ecologies of 

practice within which place-making, as a contested boundary object, 

operates (Courage, 2017b).  
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While not framed within the sustainability discourse, the typology is potentially 

useful in depicting the divergent philosophies underpinning place-making 

interventions. From these one may position each place-making approach 

within the global agenda to leverage its “arts and cultural” potential towards 

practical sustainability issues such as waste and public space practices.  

Figure 2.4 A place-making typology matrix Source: Courage (2014) in Prawata (2020) 

While Courage (2017) acknowledges the lack of clear-cut boundaries 

between them, she identifies four sets of place-making approaches (see 

Figure 2.4), that is: 

• Strategic public realm place-making;  

• Tactical creative place-making;  

• Opportunistic participatory place-making; 

Tactical social practice place-making.Among these, Courage foregrounds 

two categories of place-making. These are the formal (planning) sector (i.e. 

strategic public realm place-making) and the citizen-led (i.e. tactical SPPM) 

approaches.  She has been critical of the strategic public realm place-
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making’s tendencies to impose fixed meanings of art and spatial use. Here, 

art and culture are taken away from their everyday manifestations into the 

realms of urban exhibitions and monumental events (Courage, 2017b). This 

place-making approach parallels the hegemonic “culture in sustainable 

development” perspective discussed previously.  

Not only is strategic public realm place-making associated with a low degree 

of engagement (i.e. relationality) with the art and “people-in-place”, it 

scarcely engages with concrete sustainability issues (Loh et al., 2022). Under 

this dominant regime, art and culture have essentially become part of the 

“consumerist messaging of mass media [that has] contributed to [the 

dominant] disposable culture” (Iqani, 2020, p. 10). This disposable culture 

refers to the prevailing throwaway culture responsible for the trashing of 

shared public spaces.  

Strategic public realm place-making’s top-down style is often “non-

contextual, produces generalist outcomes and generates further fixed 

notions of community and public space based on a ‘pseudo-participation”, 

contends Courage (2017b, p. 57). Loh et al.(2022) argue that it is inauthentic 

to place-making (place washing), and tends to use the arts for economic 

motives (art washing). Conversely, (tactical) SPPM is considered to manifest a 

higher degree of relationality and goes a step beyond the other place-

making approaches (Courage, 2017b, 2021). Courage (2015, p. 3) defines 

SPPM as: 

a cluster of co-produced, relational creative practices that employ a 

social practice arts approach to social, cultural and material urban 

issues. 

Tactical SPPM, therefore, is marked by a shift from a fixed notion of art and 

spatial use towards a deliberate attempt to rethink art and culture 

collectively. Social practice art goes under a variety of names: collaborative 

art, contextual art, socially-engaged art, experimental art, dialogic art, 

interventionist art, participatory art, engaged art, community-based art 
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(Bishop, 2012). As an artform, this place-making approach typically employs 

simple and low-cost interventions in vacant, derelict and not-used public 

spaces outside of the officially sanctioned ones (Courage, 2015b, 2021). 

Tactical SPPM is, in fact, primarily centres on the restoration of the social bond 

and the democratisation “art in space and place” rather than the 

production of art objects (Bishop, 2012; Courage, 2017b; Sholette, Bass and 

Social Practice Queens, 2018; Wang, 2019). 

Tactical SPPM also underlines art’s role in the revitalisation of “left-over” urban 

public spaces, hence, “a placemaking of ‘spaces of uncertainty’” (Courage, 

2017b, p. 67). Even so, social practice theorists tend to over-emphasise the 

human over non-human socio-spatial consideration.  One may contend that 

if tactical SPPM is to engage meaningfully with public spaces, it needs to 

engage directly with the eco-cultural implications of waste in everyday urban 

public spaces. Put more clearly, SPPM needs to come to terms with Hawkins’ 

(2006, p. 30) notion of an “ethos (i.e. culture) of disposability” that he 

implicates in environmental and moral decline. This interdependent co-

existence between the human and non-human communities is the essence 

of (cultural) sustainability.  

I argue that for place-making—as a boundary object at the intersection of 

art, urban waste and public spaces—to have any relevance to the 

sustainability agenda, it needs to embrace a multispecies perspective. This is 

what Olsen (2022, p. 315) calls an eco‐social “arts of multispecies 

placemaking” which demands rethinking what users and uses urban public 

spaces cater for. This art is eco‐social not only because it fosters a re‐thinking 

of human‐environment relations but also as it demands a heightened 

sensibility to the non-human species with which we share public spaces. This 

ethic has potentially far-reaching implications from a complex arts, waste 

and public space perspective. 

A multispecies place-making brings a fresh perspective to the dominant 

techno-economic language of the waste or circular economy. Traditionally 
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framed within the 3-Rs of recycle, reduce and reuse/repair as depicted in 

Figure 2.5 (Pariatamby, Bhatti and Hamid, 2020). The heightened sensibility to 

multispecies place-making unsettles this. If one uses McLaren, Niskanen and 

Anshelm’s (2020, p. 4) language, recycling and repair are more than mere 

fixing stuff, but rather, “mending the human-nature relations”. This perspective 

may foster a new sense of civic responsibility to the human and non-human 

communities in relation to urban waste and public space practices. 

 

Figure 2.5 Sustainable solid waste hierarchy Source: Johal and Kaur (2020) 

The establishment of the Centre on African Public Space (CAPS) in 2020 

could be construed as a strategic public realm action. This regional hub, 

jointly created by the Johannesburg City Parks and Zoo (JCPZ), Joburg 

Development Agency (JDA), the UN-Habitat’s Global Public Space 

Programme and the German International Cooperation (GIZ) underlines the 

growing recognition of the important role of public spaces in urban 

sustainability. CAPS is a knowledge exchange hub “for urban practitioners, 

community groups and scholars dedicated to…advancing knowledge and 

growing expertise related to African public space” based in Johannesburg 

(CoJ, 2022).   

The prevailing waste and public space regimes in most African cities have 

been characterised as unsustainable (Pariatamby, Bhatti and Hamid, 2020, 
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2020; Mehring et al., 2021). This is further compounded by the politico-

economically competitive nature of the urban waste and public space 

management regimes. For instance, Bénit-Gbaffou (2018) and Samson et 

al.(2020) have written extensively on the failing efforts at co-management of 

parks and waste picker integration in the city of Johannesburg. This 

underscores the need to embrace place-making as a transdisciplinary 

boundary object for the diverse communities of practice in the arts, waste 

and public space regimes. 

CAPS may present an opportunity for a joint re-consideration of the meaning 

of urban sustainability against the backdrop of the eco-cultural dimension of 

waste and public space practices. A major obstacle, however, remains the 

prevailing situation where many cities in the global South “remain poorly 

informed about the global agendas and their relevance at the local level... 

[and] perceive the SDGs to be an ‘internationally imposed agenda’” (UCLG, 

2018, p. 24). An art and cultural consideration of urban waste and public 

spaces could galvanise place-making’s potential as a “boundary” frame, 

process, and strategy towards sustainable cities and communities at the 

local–global interface. 

2.6. Art as a research method 

Art as a research method traditionally draws on tools and techniques from 

the now-established field of Arts-Based research (ABR) methods (Leavy, 2020; 

Ward and Shortt, 2020; Casey and Murray, 2022). ABR typically adapts 

practices and tenets from traditional arts genres like painting, stories, 

drawings, poetry, music, dance, film, and sculpture as data collection, 

interpretation and presentation techniques. Leavy (2020) perceives ABR as a 

unique and transdisciplinary way of knowledge-building and communicating 

complex topics with a diverse audience that is often missing in traditional 

methods.  
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ABR as one of its primary aims the dismantling of the positivist dualisms 

between the subject–object, rational–emotional, and concrete–abstract 

typical of mainstream research approaches (Heinrichs and Kagan, 2019; 

Leavy, 2020; Mreiwed et al., 2023). Unlike the mainstream research tradition 

that tries to eliminate or solve paradoxes, Kagan (2019) foregrounds ABR 

practices as living inquiries that merge embodied doing, making and 

knowing. ABR, then, works with emergence and explores spaces between 

the known and unknown that cannot be fully captured through language 

and text-based research methods alone. 

An assessment of the ABR literature reveals certain methodological 

challenges. Its seeming loyalty to the traditional “artlike art” genres of 

paintings, sculptures, poetry etc., may essentially render ABR resource and 

technically demanding for both researcher and participants (Kaprow and 

Kelley, 2003; Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014). This hyper-specialised view 

and use of art resembles that of the hegemonic “culture in sustainable 

development” and public realm place-making models presented above. 

Seen this way, art as a research method reinforces, instead of challenging, 

the dominant researcher-researched dichotomies and power inequities of 

conventional approaches, ague Coghlan and Brydon-Miller (2014).  

2.7.  From Arts-based to artful sustainability research 

For sustainability-oriented artist-researchers concerned with capturing the 

everyday practical issues like waste and practical space practices, ABR has 

certain theoretical-methodological shortcomings. For one thing, the idea of 

integrating arts and cultural dimensions within a holistic vision of urban 

sustainability is comparatively new to ABR (Duxbury, 2019). For another, ABR 

holds fundamentally different principles and views about what, for instance, 

constitutes art in research compared to sustainability-oriented (eco)-social 

practice artist-researchers (Herrmann-Pillath et al., 2023).  One may argue 

that in ABR, art has come to serve art (i.e. artlike art) while (eco) social art 
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practice employs art in the service of life (i.e. lifelike art)(Kaprow and Kelley, 

2003).  

In essence, social practice artist-researchers’ efforts are focussed inwardly 

toward re-evaluating the role of art in institutionalised (research) practices 

and outwardly toward broader eco-social concerns. When Kagan (2011) 

considers art a field of experimentation, it should be understood both in 

relation to institutionalised (research) practices and in broader eco-social 

concerns at the local–global interface. While he does not explicitly state this, 

my interpretation is based on his argument for “a global (environ)mental 

change” away from the linear, fragmented view of reality fuelling the 

mainstream culture of unsustainability (Kagan, 2012).  

Such a culture of unsustainability could be construed as a mindset in 

institutionalised (research) practices and broadly in the “hyper-developed 

consumer culture” of modern society (Kagan, 2012, p. 11). (Eco) social 

practice artist-researchers count among the chief exponents of the need to 

harness the arts’ potential towards an artful approach to sustainability 

research. Artful approaches implicitly respond to the apparent paucity of 

appropriate techniques in ABR for enquiring into the rich textures of everyday 

sustainability issues like waste and public space practices.  

Scholars variously term the use of art in sustainability research, “arts-based 

sustainability” (Heras et al., 2021), “artful sustainability research” (Kagan, 2017) 

and “the art of sustainability” (Stucker and Bozuwa, 2012). Kagan (2019, p. 64) 

describes artful approaches to sustainability research as “research that aims 

to contribute to social transformation for desirable and viable futures”. To 

date, however, little practical guidance exists on how to conduct such 

research. 

2.8.  “Artful design” tools and techniques 

Interrogating the eco-cultural dimensions of sustainability issues of waste and 

public spaces located within the “boundary object” of place-making 
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presents several theoretical-methodological challenges. These challenges 

concern not only what and how to investigate, but also who to include in the 

investigation. This is because, as Singh, Niglio and Rana (2023)show, most 

human and non-human activities such as waste and public space practices 

fall within the place-making domain at the global-local intersection. This 

appears to be a common challenge among artful sustainability-oriented 

inquirers into practical issues.  

There are growing calls for “artistic and creative approaches… to 

sustainability-oriented action and research” in urban sustainability studies 

(Kagan, 2017, p. 151). These appeals, however, seem to have yet to be 

accompanied by clear methodological tools and techniques for inquiring 

into context-specific sustainability issues like urban waste and public space 

practices. Neither an integrated framework nor clear techniques exist for 

interrogating the eco-cultural dimensions of urban sustainability issues of 

urban waste and public space. That these place-making practices operate 

at the public-private and local-global intersection further complicates their 

research. Matos et al.(2022) have previously highlighted the paucity of 

applicable tools and techniques for those wishing to generate contextually 

relevant data concerning sustainability issues.  

To date, cultural sustainability and place-making researcher-practitioners 

reflect different perceptions about how to inquire into the everyday eco-

culture aspects of urban waste and public space practices. This presents 

opportunities to devise new, or adapt existing, frameworks to enable a 

shared language for these different “communities of practice” to use in 

communicating with each other. A small number of artist-researchers are 

resorting to the ‘Say-Do-Make’ tools and techniques in response to this 

paucity of appropriate artful sustainability research methods (Pearson et al., 

2018; Matos et al., 2022).  
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Figure 2.6 Methods that study what people Say, Do and Make help access different 
levels of knowledge Source: Sanders and Stappers, (2012) 

Popularised by Elizabeth Sanders and Pieter Jan Stappers (2012), the ‘Say-Do-

Make’ model encompasses a set of research tools and techniques to use 

during all stages of the research. The ‘Make’ tools and techniques, sometimes 

called generative or cultural probes (Thoring, Luippold and Mueller, 2013; 

Sanders and Stappers, 2014), are used as research tools to facilitate learning 

about, with and from people about their everyday lived experiences.   

The ‘Make’ tools have received special attention among artful sustainability 

scholars (Crabtree et al., 2003; Pearson et al., 2018; Matos et al., 2022). The 

‘Make’ tools originate in the traditions of “artist–designers”(Crabtree et al., 

2003), and proliferate under divergent descriptions like “design art” (Malpass, 

2019) and “artful design”(Küpers, 2016). Often used to experiment with 

concrete solutions to shared problem situations, ‘Make’ tools typically 

comprise cameras, diaries, maps, photo-albums, postcards etc used by 

participants about their experiences of the phenomenon under investigation. 

The ‘Say-Do-Make’ tools and techniques may prove versatile enough to serve 

as a “shared language” among artist-researchers and other stakeholders 

around the shared problem of urban waste and public space (mal)practices. 

As a data collection method, the framework may be used alongside 

traditional ‘Say’ tools like questionnaires to uncover the surface-level explicit 

knowledge (see Figure 2.6)(Sanders and Stappers, 2014).  ‘Do’ tools like field 
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observations may serve to uncover observable knowledge of participants. 

‘Say’ and ‘Do’ tools characteristically unearth participants’ surface-level 

knowledge.  

Sanders and Stappers (2012) argue that ‘Make’ tools and techniques may 

elicit tacit and latent knowledge. This knowledge includes participants’ 

dreams and feelings characteristically difficult to access through traditional 

‘Say’ and ‘Do’ tools alone. Well-structured ‘Make’ tools are believed to foster 

participants’ creativity and to unobstructively elicit their deeper 

(mis)understanding of a given theme as a qualitative data-gathering 

technique (Crabtree et al., 2003; Matos et al., 2022).  

Whether drawn pre-formulated “off-the-shelf” or co-designed with 

participants, ‘Make’ tools are not to be used randomly or without clear 

instructions. Thoring, Luippold and Mueller (2013) recommend utilising the 

tools to serve the specific research functions. The playful, versatile nature of 

‘Make’ tools may enable joint interrogation or experimentation with the oft-

abstract, distant, and fuzzy concepts of sustainability and place-making. I 

consider this the essence of artful sustainability research.  

These approaches accord with the SPPM’s “lifelike art” meaning of art and 

culture.  The ‘Say-Do-Make’ model may provide a way of co-interrogating 

the shared, yet differently perceived, sustainability issues of arts and cultural 

dimensions of waste and public space practices. My artful sustainability 

inquiry is set against the backdrop of place-making’s position at the 

intersection of the arts and cultural aspects of urban sustainability issues of 

waste and public space (Figure 7).  

2.9. Conceptual framework 

Table 2.3 The place-making framework for analysing the eco-cultural dimensions of 
waste and public spaces. Column 1 Source: (Lyytimäki and Sipilä, 2009). Column 2 
Source: (UN-Habitat, 2021a; Singh, Niglio and Rana, 2023). Column  Source: 
(Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005) 

Place-making dimensions 
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1. Place-disruptive 
dimensions of waste 

malpractices 

2. Theoretical principles 
of place-making 

3. Eco-cultural services 
of public space 

 

1.1. Litter in urban parks 
owing to careless human 

behaviour 

2.1. A source of 
perception “through the 
smells, sounds, and sights 

experienced while 
immersed in the place” 

3.1. Spiritual & religious 
values: “Many religions 

attach spiritual and 
religious values to 

ecosystems or their 
components” 

1.2. Sense of place 
dissatisfaction or place 

detachment 

2.2. Sense of place by 
creating “an attachment 
or connection between a 
person and the place in 

which they live” 

3.2. Sense of place: 
“people value the “sense 

of place” that is 
associated with 

recognized features of 
their environment” 

1.3. Man-made 
environmental damage 

2.3. A process occurring 
“somewhere along a 

continuum 

3.3. Inspiration: 
“Ecosystems provide a rich 

source of inspiration for 
art, folklore, national 

symbols, architecture, and 
advertising” 

1.4. Negative image of 
public space due to poor 

management 

2.4. A means to embed 
“the role of art and culture 
to achieve a lasting sense 
of place for a community” 

3.4. Recreation & 
aesthetic values: “People 

often choose where to 
spend their leisure time 

based in part on the 
characteristics of the 
natural or cultivated 

landscapes” 

  3.5. Educational values: 
“Ecosystems and their 

components and 
processes provide the 

basis for both formal and 
informal education” 

 

The table above (Table 2.3) summarises the key concepts that emerged from 

literature about the study’s objective of capturing the resident participants’ 

waste and public space experiences. The table has three integrated 

categories of place-making as a boundary-crossing concept at the nexus of 
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waste’s place disruptive potential (column 1); the theoretical principles of 

place-making (column 2); and the eco-cultural services of public spaces.  

To illustrate, if place-making is meant to generate a sense of place (i.e. 

column 2 point 2.2), that should make provision for the potential generation 

of negative experiences because of waste malpractices in public spaces 

possibly resulting in sense of place detachment (i.e. column 1 point 1.2). 

Moreover, the place-disruptive qualities of waste have implications on 

people’s ability to benefit from the eco-cultural services of public space (i.e. 

column 3 point 3.2). This multi-dimensional view of public space reflects the 

theories derived from literature about the eco-cultural dimensions of waste 

and public space seen through the applicable boundary-crossing concept 

of place-making. 

Conclusion 

The chapter considered literature covering areas of significance for 

understanding the eco-cultural dimensions of sustainability issues of waste 

and public space. It also explored the current UN-Habitat-led efforts at 

integrating the arts and culture towards the implementation of SDG 11 with a 

focus on targets 11.6 and 11.7. Then, literature on place-making’s potential to 

function as a “boundary object” at the interface of the eco-cultural 

dimensions of waste and public spaces was interrogated. Art as a research 

method was discussed, with a particular focus on the emerging field of artful 

sustainability research upon which some of the philosophical approaches of 

this study found inspiration. Lastly, the key theories from literature were 

summarised into a conceptual framework which guided the data analysis 

and answering of the research questions. 
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3. Context 

3.1. Introduction 

This contextual chapter presents the study area, highlighting its physical and 

socio-spatial attributes through an integrated and sustainable human 

settlements lens. It begins by setting out the contextual features of Riverside, 

including how it relates to the Gauteng province’s “mega” cities project. 

Then I outline Riverside’s portrayal as an integrated and sustainable human 

settlement from a policy and an on-the-ground reality perspective (City of 

Joburg, 2019). Thereafter, I present the various contextual and internal 

dynamics of Riverside’s waste and public spaces from an integral and 

sustainable human settlement perspective.  

3.2. Setting the scene  

The research study takes place in Riverside View Mega City (Riverside for 

short). The area is a high-density residential area which lies northwest of the 

CoJ’s Region A, with Steyn City to the South and Diepsloot to the North. Map 

3.2 depicts the Gauteng province and Riverside within the boundaries of the 

CoJ. Little is written about the history of the land upon which Riverside is built. 

However, Riverside appears to have been part of an erstwhile massive 600-

hectare (about 840 soccer fields) land mass called Zevenfontein.  

With a long history of farming dating as far back as the 1800s, Zevenfontein 

also has a more recent history of socio-spatial segregation and evictions 

fuelled by property developers’ interest in the area in the 1970s (Mji, 2018). In 

the process, former black farm workers were dispossessed and later 

relocated to the nearby township of Diepsloot in the early 1990s. Other 

scholars also depict Zevenfontein to cover the area that is today Riverside 

and Diepsloot, including the neighbouring up-market areas of Fourways, 

Dainfern and Steyn City (Bénit-Gbaffou, 2002; Mji, 2018; Landman, 2020).  
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Map 3.1 Research study focuses area and components in Riverside: Different 
property typologies in orange, pink and yellow; open space features comprising the 
jukskei River stream, the park and open space (in blue, green and brown, 
respectively) Source: Author (2023) 

From an economic point of view, Riverside is well spatially well-located. 

Situated in an area that is counted “one of the fastest growing economic 

hubs in Gauteng” (Pongoma, 2018, p. 24), Riverside’s residents are closer to 

socio-economic opportunities. The settlement is also within about equal 

driving distance between the CoJ and Pretoria (see Map 3.2). With the 

promised business sites yet to materialise (Pongoma, 2018), it is unclear if 

Riverside will meet the government’s ambitions of building economically self-
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contained or self-sufficient cities that have so far proven elusive (Ballard, 

2017; Charlton, 2017)  

 

Map 3.2 Gauteng province and Riverside within the CoJ boundaries Source: Author 
(2023) 

Launched in 2016, Riverside is made up of some 10 082 residential units 

(Pongoma, 2018; Steyn, 2021). Its property typology comprises the multi-storey 

state-subsidised houses worth an estimated R5 billion (Pongoma, 2018), 

bonded houses and rent-to-buy flats (see Map 3.1).  Additional units are still 

under construction at the time of writing this report (i.e. 2023). Riverside 

counts among the Department of Human Settlements’ diversely termed 

mega cities, catalytic or mega housing projects (Ballard, 2017; Charlton, 

2017). The settlement is but one of Gauteng province’s several “mega” 

housing projects alongside Lufhereng, Fleurhof,  Modderfontein, Savanna City 
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and Cosmo City (Ballard, 2017; Charlton, 2017; City of Joburg, 2019; Ballard, 

Hamann and Mkhize, 2021; Lephondo, 2021). 

Currently, Riverside has only one entry and exit road. Porcupine Avenue 

leading to R551 is that only road. The reportedly completed alternative road, 

Runnymead Avenue which starts at the back end of extension 70 where it 

connects to Porcupine Avenue, has yet to come into service (Sithole, 2023). 

Another alternative road connecting Porcupine Avenue leading to the R551 

towards Diepsloot is yet under construction (see Map 3.3). The delays in the 

completion of these projects have led to considerable traffic congestion on 

Porcupine Avenue during peak hours. 

 

Map 3.3 Riverside’s exist roads and nearby areas: Porcupine Avenue and 
Runnymead Avenue (not yet in service at the time of writing); Diepsloot exit road 
(under construction) Source: Author (2023) 

Several scholars voiced scepticism about the dominant state-led mindset 

towards “mega” human settlements. For instance, Ballard (2017) questions 

the logic of focusing on sheer quantity over other aspects of sustainable 

settlements like self-sufficiency and informal livelihood opportunities.  The 
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prefix, “mega”, only masks government’s capital and political ends, he 

argues.  Ballard contends that the idea of “mega” cities only creates an 

empty sense of abundance. Other academics have voiced comparable 

concerns over the government’s  tendency to set overly optimistic economic 

targets regarding these settlements, among other things (Charlton, 2017; 

Ballard, Hamann and Mkhize, 2021; Lephondo, 2021).  

3.3. Riverside as an integrated and sustainable human settlement 

Riverside has been hailed for having “all the markings of what constitutes a 

sustainable human settlement” (CoJ, 2019). The notion of “integrated and 

sustainable human settlements” is a multidimensional one. In the South 

African context, it largely reflects the state’s efforts at restructuring the socio-

spatial configuration of cities and redressing the yet prevailing apartheid 

geography (DCGTA, 2016). Integration in this sense is about undoing the 

racial segregation and separate development of the past. This links 

integration with the notions of spatial justice and inclusionary mixed-income 

houses close to work opportunities. 

In fact, Riverside is considered to herald a new beginning for Gauteng 

province’s densification project (Pongoma, 2018).  Densification reflects the 

national Department of Human Settlements efforts at reducing the 2.3 million 

housing backlog (Ballard, 2017; Charlton, 2017). It is also necessitated by the 

CoJ’s rapidly growing urban population amidst a shortage of land.  

Riverside’s state-subsidised four-storey buildings are counted the first of their 

kind in the city (Badenhorst, 2018). The concept of socio-spatially integrated 

settlements also mirrors the UN-Habitat-led (2020) drive for multi-functional 

cities in which places to live, work, and play.  
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3.4. Waste and public space as part of integrated and sustainable 

cities 

An important aspect of Riverside’s integrated and sustainability 

considerations relates to the cross-cutting issues of waste and public spaces. 

As an essential component of the built environment, healthy public spaces 

are considered a key feature of integrated and sustainable cities (DHS, 2019). 

In accord with the UN-Habitat’s (2021) agenda on urban public space, South 

Africa’s Integrated Urban Development Framework (IUDF) promotes public 

space as an important ingredient of sustainable human settlements (DCGTA, 

2016). The IUDF takes inspiration from the New Urban Agenda’s vision for cities 

that feature “quality public spaces, friendly for families, enhance social and 

intergenerational interactions, cultural expressions” (UN-Habitat, 2020, p. 2).  

Waste and public space as aspects of integrated and sustainable cities 

overlap with the principle of spatial sustainability. This principle requires land 

use management systems to consider socio-economic and environmental 

sustainability, states the CoJ’s (2016)  Spatial Development Framework (SDF). 

In this sense, proper waste management practice overlaps with the quest for 

healthy public spaces and spatial sustainability. This, then, calls for thinking 

and planning in systems about the socio-spatial implications of waste on 

public space. 

While generally considered separately in scholarship and practice, achieving 

universal and environmentally sound public spaces requires paying special 

attention to waste management practices as set out in SDG 11.6 and 11.7 

(UN-Habitat, 2018; Ramani and Hettiarachchi, 2022, p. 11). IUDF’s policy lever 

3 (integrated sustainable human settlements) and 7 (empowered active 

communities) (DCGTA, 2016) particularly acknowledge the cross-cutting 

nature of waste and public space practices. Sustainable patterns of waste 

disposal in relation to public space underpin the principles of spatial 

sustainability upon which the concept of integrated and sustainable human 

settlement is partly based (CoJ, 2016; DCGTA, 2016).  
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3.5. Waste and public spaces practices in Riverside 

Riverside’s waste and public spaces comprise a diverse typology of facilities 

and services among the three property typologies. The settlement’s diverse 

waste and public spaces reflect the different ecologies of formal and 

informal place-making practices that make up its landscape. The formal 

place-making practices comprise the municipally planned and designed 

aspects of waste and public space. Conversely, informal place-making 

practices reflect “unprogrammed” re-appropriation of urban space by local 

residents in response to immediate waste and public space needs.  

The settlement’s formally pre-approved public spaces encompass 8 (based 

on self-observation and Google Earth) recreational parks designed with street 

furniture and various amenities. Riverside’s recreational parks are what the 

UN-Habitat (2018, p. 10) calls “pocket open public spaces” and are 

differently furnished with public seating, waste bins, lighting and water 

features as well as children’s playgrounds. These are all located in the 

bonded houses and rent-to-buy properties, however (see Image 3.1).   

Moreover, the formally programmed waste management regime differs 

along the three property typology lines (i.e. the state-subsidised flats, bonded 

houses and the rent-to-buy flats). The state-subsidised section uses open 

communal containers for domestic waste disposal which are collected once 

every three to four weeks (see image 3.2). The other two sections have 

individual waste bins collected each Friday. These waste regimes raise 

various spatial sustainability and spatial justice questions.  
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Image 3.1 Riverside’s waste and public space (mal)practices Source: Author (2023) 

The settlement’s waste management practices could have broader 

implications beyond its immediate public spaces. Riverside is home to 

numerous small-scale agricultural farmers located alongside the Jukskei River 
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and its tributaries. As the Jukskei makes its course north towards joining the 

Crocodile River (Iqani, 2021), natural forces like winds and rain could transport 

Riverside’s domestic waste particles into nearby farming, and ever into 

distant, areas in the Northern province (see Cobbinah and Addaney, 2019; 

Schwanen and Kempen, 2019). These considerations potentially make the 

settlement important in the CoJ’s ongoing efforts at rehabilitating its 

biodiversity (Michèle et al., 2017; CoJ, 2021) and watercourses (Letaba 

Herald, 2016). 

To be sure, various aspects of the settlement betray a troubling lack of what 

would constitute an integrated and sustainable human settlement. For one 

thing, Riverside is seeing growing waste mismanagement practices marked 

by open dumping which is visibly reshaping its public spaces. This has seen 

waste become an increasingly common feature in its public spaces. Such 

waste malpractices may imperil Riverside’s long-term spatial sustainability. 

 
Image 3.2 Domestic waste disposal in Riverside’s state-subsidised houses (Source: 
Author 2023) 

For another, the differentiated waste management regimes and public 

space distribution potentially puts into question the state’s narrative that 

Riverside is a socio-spatially integrated settlement.  
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Image 3.3 Public spaces amongst the state-subsidised houses Source: Author 
(2023) 
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Additionally, the state’s promise to deliver “all the amenities such as 

playgrounds for children, a recreational centre for the community, places for 

worship... and communities centre[s]” is yet to be truly fulfilled (Pongoma, 

2018, p. 25). Not only are playgrounds only available to certain sections of the 

settlement, Riverside still awaits these community spaces. This lack of “social 

open space[s]” like communities centre[s] to complement “ecological open 

space[s]” like parks questions the state’s integrated settlement narrative 

(CoJ, 2002, p. 21). Delays in delivery are not uncommon with such large scale 

projects, however. Image 3.3 depicts the informal place-making practices by 

the residents of the state-subsidised flats.It remains to be seen, though, how 

the 2021 denotation of 12 000 tree species by the nearby lifestyle estate of 

Steyn City will impact Riverside’s public spaces (Steyn, 2021). The donation 

was part of a phased project to forest Riverside’s public spaces which are 

generally lacking in vegetation. These internal dynamics and Riverside’s 

unique setting render it a fertile site of research about the cross-cutting, socio-

spatial implications of waste on public space. For an area still constructing a 

sense of community, public spaces are potentially important sites of study 

about the human and non-human communities who shape this vital 

ingredient of sustainable human settlements. 

Conclusion 

The chapter set out the context of the study, including its internal waste and 

public space dynamics from an integral and sustainable human settlement 

perspective. The multidimensional implications of the settlement’s waste and 

public space malpractices were outlined through a spatial justice and 

sustainability lens. It is based on these unique socio-spatial qualities that 

Riverside was counted a fertile study site for interrogating the cross-cutting 

eco-cultural dimensions of sustainability issues of waste and public space.  
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4. Methodological approaches 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter considers the approaches and processes adopted in 

conducting this research study. It sets out the theoretical-methodological 

influences of the ‘Say-Do-Make’ framework around which the study was 

designed and conducted. It also outlines the practical tools and techniques 

used during data generation, analysis and presentation phases of the 

research report.  

I first set out my research design based on the ‘Say-Do-Make’ framework and 

the justifications for adopting this framework. I then consider the selection of 

resident participants and official participants. Following that, I elaborate on 

how the ‘Say-Do-Make’ framework was utilised at different stages of the 

research process. That is followed by a consideration of my positionality and 

identity in relation to the study site and the impact these had on the research 

processes. Before concluding, I consider the research limitations and 

challenges encountered in conducting the study.  

4.2. Defining the research design  

This study adopted a multi-method qualitative research design around the 

‘Say-Do-Make’ tools and techniques, also called the ‘Say-Do-Make’ model. 

The model aligns with the research objectives to capture the rich texture of 

the resident participants’ lived experiences of waste and public spaces. The 

‘Say-Do-Make’ model was primarily chosen for its flexibility as a collaborative 

set of data generation and interpretation tools and techniques. Popularised 

by Elizabeth Sanders and Pieter Jan Stappers (2012), the model comprises a 

comprehensive set of tools I could flexibly use during all stages of my research 

study 
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This practice-based trans-disciplinary artful sustainability inquiry merges the 

traditionally separate spheres of arts-based, participatory design and urban 

sustainability research methods and practices. I term the research artful in the 

sense of working with creative expressions and of being explicitly reflective-in-

action about the sustainability issues of waste and public space. The 

approaches employed here share much with the research fields diversely 

called arts-based research (ABR), living inquiry and embodied inquiry (Leavy, 

2020; Leigh and Brown, 2021). Moreover, trans-disciplinary artful sustainability 

research is closely linked to emergent research methods. 

Emergent methods not only transverse several disciplinary approaches but 

also adapt new methods, tactics, goals and even topics as the researcher 

learns in the course of their research. Emergence, in fact, is an inherent 

feature of trans-disciplinary artful sustainability research (Kagan, 2019). 

Emergence moves beyond the pre-planned language and number-

dominated methods characteristic of conventional sustainability research. In 

essence, emergent methods invite researchers to “leave their “methods 

comfort zone,” forcing them to think outside their “methods box”” (Hesse-

Biber and Leavy, 2008, p. 10).  

I consciously do not frame my research as ABR because this research 

tradition generally lacks applicable tools and techniques for generating 

contextually relevant data about practical sustainability issues (Matos et al., 

2022). In fact, the idea of integrating artistic methods in sustainability studies is 

relatively new (Duxbury, 2019; Muhr, 2020). The approaches adopted here 

reflect, among others, what Dieleman (2012, p. 52) calls a “transdisciplinary 

artful doing in a space of experimentation” and Kagan’s (2019, p. 63) notion 

of “artful sustainability in transdisciplinary spaces of possibilities”.  

David Haley’s (2010) famous text, Ecology and the Art of Sustainable Living, 

counts among the pioneering work in this field. Artful sustainability research is 

a response to the mounting calls for “artistic and creative approaches… to 

sustainability-oriented action and research” (Kagan, 2017, p. 151). As these 

calls have yet to be accompanied by clear methodological tools and 
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techniques, ‘Make’ tools in particular are increasingly considered a robust 

alternative among artful sustainability researchers (Crabtree et al., 2003; 

Pearson et al., 2018; Matos et al., 2022).  

Originating in the traditions of “artist–designers”(Crabtree et al., 2003), the 

adoption of the ‘Make‘ tools in research reflect the arts and design’s 

broadening horizons further into everyday life. According to Sanders and 

Stappers (2012, p. 25), ‘Make‘ tools reflect an emerging mindset shift among 

researcher-designers from an expert, towards a participatory, mindset which 

recognises people “as the experts of their own experience”. In fact, the 

‘Make’ tools and techniques are valued among researchers for their ability to 

address a range of shortcomings typical of traditional research methods 

(Crabtree et al., 2003; Sanders and Stappers, 2012; Thoring, Luippold and 

Mueller, 2013; Matos et al., 2022). Some of the issues addressed by the ‘Make’ 

tools and techniques include: 

• The paucity of appropriate methods for inquiring into the needs, 

expertise and experiences of participants. 

• The lack of a shared language among artist-researchers and other 

stakeholders in communicating around a shared problem situation. 

• Reducing the distance between the researcher and participants in 

traditional research practices. 

• The lack of modes of understanding and expressing lived reality 

beyond text, language and numbers.   

Sometimes called generative toolsets (Sanders and Stappers, 2012) or cultural 

probes (Thoring, Luippold and Mueller, 2013), the ‘Make’ tools provide 

creative ways of involving participants in research while exploring their 

everyday experiences. The ‘Make’ tools typically comprise a camera, a 

diary, maps, photo-albums and postcards that are given participants to 

creatively express themselves about a topic under investigation. These tools 

are not generic, but rather, created for a specific study purpose (Sanders 

and Stappers, 2012). As set out in the literature section, ‘Make’ tools are not 

to be used randomly or without clear instructions. Thoring, Luippold and 
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Mueller (2013) recommend carefully incorporating and utilising each tool to 

serve specific research functions. 

The ‘Make’ tools and techniques were deemed appropriate for collaborative 

sense-making of the complex issues of waste and public space. Saunders, 

Lewis and Thornhill (2019) state that a research design should show that one 

has thought through the practical elements of going about answering a 

study’s question(s). The elements of time, location and money were among 

the things I had to consider in selecting the framework.  

Importantly, the fuzziness, complexity and personal nature of the subjects 

under study were all considered in embedding the research within the ‘Say-

Do-Make’ framework. These issues not only presented methodological 

challenges on how to investigate the local waste and public space 

practices, but also how and who to involve. The model was thought fit for 

surmounting most of these challenges. Although time and resource-

consuming, the four ‘Make’ tools were consciously designed and utilised to 

serve various objectives of the research.  

Overall, the ‘Say-Do-Make’ model centres on understanding and accessing 

people’s lived experiences through a range of tools and techniques 

(Sanders, 2002; Sanders and Stappers, 2012, 2014). Traditional research 

methods of accessing people’s experiences comprise ‘Say’ techniques like 

questionnaires, polls and interviews. These often serve alongside ‘Do’ 

techniques such as field observations. The ‘Make’ tools and techniques go 

beyond the ‘Say’ and ‘Do’ techniques which typically only reveal observable 

experiences which participants can readily recall.  

The ‘Make’ tools and techniques are meant to uncover people’s deeper 

levels of experience, including both their tacit and latent knowledge and 

needs. Thus, ‘Make’ tools allow people to perform a range of creative acts to 

express their (mis)understanding, feelings and dreams about an issue under 

investigation in rational and more-than-rational ways.  Essentially, the ‘Say-

Do-Make’ model is more than a set of tools or methodologies. It is an attitude 
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and a mindset about people seen as experts in their own experiences 

(Sanders, 2002; Sanders and Stappers, 2014). 

From a question-method fit perspective, the ‘Say-Do-Make’ model was 

thought to suit the objectives of this research. Leavy (2020, p. 281) describes 

question-method fit as the suitability or “fit between the research questions 

and the methodology designed to answer those questions”. Considering this 

study’s focus on the embodied waste and public space experiences, the 

model was deemed to offer a flexibly appropriate set of tools and techniques 

for interrogating these issues. 

4.3. Resident participants selection 

Resident participants 

Following a purposive sampling strategy, the study’s resident participants 

were heterogeneously sampled primarily in-person and word-of-mouth. The 

first participants were recruited in public spaces in their respective places of 

residence, while the others were persons I had known prior. RP’s were 

recruited from Riverside’s three property typologies composed of the 

government-subsidised flats, bonded houses and rent-to-buy flats. While a 

purposive sampling strategy is not considered to be statistically 

representative, a heterogeneous or maximum variation sampling technique 

may partially offset some of these shortcomings (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2019).  

Through a heterogeneous sampling technique, one uses “judgement to 

choose participants with sufficiently diverse characteristics to provide the 

maximum variation possible in the data collected” (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2019, p. 321). Initial participants were solicited to help identify other 

suitably qualified participants, thus allowing for a snowballing effect to occur. 

My being a local resident familiar with most of the customs and languages 

spoken in the area somewhat eased the recruitment process.  
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Owing to the limited time of the study, a total of 12 individuals comprising 4 

persons from each of the three property typologies were recruited. To allow 

for possible discontinuing participants, however, 15 participants were initially 

recruited from each property type. This proved useful as the extra individuals 

lost interest in the study along the way.  A pre-activity session was undertaken 

with the selected participants to outline the objectives and clarify 

expectations of the study. Table 4.1 outlines the criteria used to select the 

participants. 

Table 4.1 Participant selection criteria Source: Author (2023) 

Sampling criteria Yes No 

The participant has two or more years of permanent 
residence and expects to be available for the 

duration of the study 

  

The participant is between 18 and 45 years old   

The participant is able to read and write in a 
language we both understand. However, 

participants who are unable to read and write have 
to commit to visual or non-textual entries and be 
willing to invest the necessary time and energy. 

  

 

The initial group of recruits comprised 3 females from each of the property 

types (i.e. 9) and 6 males of diverse lifestyles, ages, and literacy levels. The 

target group was persons between the age of 18 and 45 because I am 

interested in younger persons believing they would have greater interest in 

this sort of study. This diverse cohort helped the study generate a broader 

understanding of Riverside resident participants’ waste and public space 

experiences.   

Official as participants 

Because of the study’s focus on the eco-cultural aspects of urban waste and 

public spaces through a place-making lens, official participants were 

sampled from the CAPS associated agencies.  As previously explained, CAPS 

is a knowledge exchange hub whose aim is to grow expertise related to 
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African public space jointly created by JCPZ, JDA the UN-Habitat and GIZ. In 

all, 5 online and in-person semi-structured interviews lasting about 40 minutes 

were undertaken with officials from the JCPZ and JDA.  

The interview sought to understand CAPS’s arts and cultural approach to the 

CoJ’s public spaces amidst growing waste mismanagement practices. With 

offices being within walking distance of where my university is located in 

Braamfontein, the process of setting up interview appointments with the 

relevant JCPZ and JDA officials was relatively easy. More than that, I followed 

my research supervisor’s leads to find key informants. Figure 4.1 illustrates how 

official participants were found in the JCPZ through the supervisor’s leads and 

in the JDA through literature sources.   

Figure 4.1 Diagram illustrating how participants were found 

 

4.4. The ‘Say-Do-Make’ framework as used here 

Tools refer to the physical object used and techniques mean the manner in 

which these tools are employed. The ‘Say-Do-Make’ framework goes beyond 

the traditional techniques of inquiry (Sanders and Stappers, 2014). 

Characteristically, the framework’s ‘Make’ tools and techniques serve 
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alongside conventional ‘Say’ techniques like questionnaires, polls, and 

interviews or ‘Do’ techniques like participant observations.  

The ‘Make’ component concerns what participants produce with the tools 

given to them. For this study, resident participants were provided with a 

‘Make’ toolset comprising a “help the public space” waste bag, a personal 

diary, a CAPS article and support materials as depicted in Table 4.3. Together 

with this ‘Make’ toolset, I undertook ‘Say’ activities in the form of interviews 

with resident participants and Official Participants. Considerable ‘Do’ 

activities in the form of participant and field observations were carried out.  

By incorporating the traditional “Say” technique of interviews alongside the 

“Do” technique of field observations, I set out to capture the participants’ 

explicit and observable knowledge, respectively  (Sanders and Stappers, 

2014). It is noteworthy that with “Do” technique, the individual doing the 

observing may be the researcher, or the people themselves (Sanders and 

Stappers, 2012). Therefore, I had to take care not to assume an elevated 

outsider position typical of conventional research approaches. Hence, I too 

took part in all activities that the participants partook in.   

While this could not be guaranteed, I also asked the participants to display a 

degree of empathy, reflexivity and a non-judgemental observation of others’ 

waste and public space experiences. For my part, I undertook the dual role 

of observing the waste and public space practices of participants and of the 

broader study site. Consciously making an effort to avoid a judgemental 

attitude partially helped me to capture the resident participants’ authentic 

waste and public space experiences  

Between late October and November 30th 2023, I undertook a total of 11 

‘Say’ activities with both resident participants and official participants. The 

‘Say’ activities comprised two pre- and post-activity focus group discussions 

with resident participants from each property section. During the same 

period, 24 ‘Do’ activities (i.e. ethnographic field observations) were 

undertaken in all three property typologies, 11 of which were in the 
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government-subsidised section. The ‘Do’ activities in public parks were 

carried out in different times of the day to understand how, when, and by 

whom they were used (see Image 4.1). A total of 5 ‘Make’ activities in the 

form of creative diaries, photographic and other works were collected from 

the resident participants. Table 4.2 outlines the number of ‘Say-Do-Make’ 

activities carried out throughout the study period.  

 Table 4.2 The number and kinds of ‘Say-Do-Make’ activities with the resident and 
official participants Source: Author (2023) 

Participant 
categories 
(resident 

participants  
from each 

property type & 
official 

participants) 

Number of 
participants 

(With 
resident 

participants  
from each 
property 
type & 
official 

participants) 

Number of 
‘Say’ 

activities 
(With resident 
participants  
from each 
property 

type) 

Number of 
‘Do’ activities 

by the 
researcher 

Number of 
‘Make’ 

activities 
completed 

(With resident 
participants  
from each 

property type 

Self-standing 
houses 

4 2 7 2 

Rent-to-buy 
flats 

3 2 6 1 

Government-
sponsored flats 

5 2 11 2 

CoJ official 
participants 

5 5   

Total 17 11 24 5 

 

In going about the study, I kept close in mind the study’s explicit focus on 

people’s embodied experiences of waste and public space. Hence, I 

consciously avoided the narrow idea of art-as-beauty characteristic of ABR 

methods and popular culture. Instead, I embraced the SPPM view of art. 

Here, “social practice artform[s]” like gardening and recycling were deemed 

to demonstrate a fundamentally aesthetic motivation, and thus, an art in 
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their own right (Courage, 2017a, p. 6). Hence, embodied waste and public 

space experiences and practices became the central focus of my data 

collection process. 

For this reason, resident participants were given broad instructions on how to 

use the ‘Make’ toolset. They were asked to think and creatively capture their 

experiences, feelings and wishes about the “outdoor” spaces they use and 

value. The “Make” activities were question-based mainly, but not entirely, 

around the following questions: 

• What do I like or dislike about this space/space? 

• What do I see around? Or who else is using this space/space? 

• What use can this space be to the community?  

• What use is this space to the community? 

• How comfortable, clean or safe is this place? 

 

Table 4.3 The study’s ‘Make’ toolset and their respective functions Source: Author 
(2023) 

Type of tool  Function  

 

“Help the public space” waste bag  

 

Practical function of place disposable 
items and inspire  

Diary  To enable creative documentation of 
observations of own or others’ waste and 
public space experiences 

 

Colour pens, pencils, paper etc.  Support material for creative diarising 

 

CAPS document  Informational: provide information about 
urban waste and public space as global 
agendas. And to use ambiguity as a tool 
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Image 4.1 Blue Crane Park, Riverside Source: Author (2023) 

These simple instructions not only allowed resident participants to think 

creatively about their experiences of public spaces, but also capture 

whatever made sense to them. 
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This also saved me the trouble of having to explain to the resident 

participants the complex concepts of place-making, art, waste and public 

space (mal)practices. This helped the resident participants and I to perceive 

public space for what it really is, a process that is ever in the making. The 

perception accords with Kaprow and Kelley’s (2003, p. 201) “lifelike art” 

notion. In this study, art was meant to be used at the service of, or to 

understand, life rather than art itself, that is, “artlike art”.  

Participants were also asked not to use, or think of, the individual ‘Make’ tools 

in isolation, but rather, to perceive them as mutually supportive. Creative use 

of the “help the public space” waste bags, for instance, was meant to serve 

the practical function of carrying resident participants’ disposable items. The 

tool, however, could also inspire a range of associative ideas about the eco-

cultural and social‐spatial implications of waste in public spaces. Participants 

were encouraged to perceive how waste in public space is first a personal 

duty before it is a collective one. Those were associative ideas that I 

encouraged the resident participants to creatively diarise textually and 

visually in poetry, future scenario paintings, narrative, collages, photography, 

etc. 

These individual conversations in public spaces were deliberately embraced 

as narratives and research data. I treated such conversations as the invisible 

narratives of Riverside’ waste and public space experience. This data 

generation strategy would likely not have occurred with conventional data 

collection techniques like formal interviews. As a result, unproblematic 
theoretical principles of place-making like sense of place were bodily 

interrogated. It was through such ‘Do’ activities and ‘Make’ tools like the 

diaries that I gained such detailed everyday waste and public space 

experiences of the resident participants.  

In actuality, the cyclical process of (re)visiting and encountering the resident 

participants in their respective public spaces afforded opportunities to 
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perform several ‘Say-Do-Make’ activities simultaneously. For instance, going 

about my ‘Do’ activities often led to chance encounters and conversations 

with the participants in their respecting public spaces. On several of these 

‘Do’ activities, certain resident participants of the government-sponsored 

houses were encountered going about their daily flower and food gardening 

work. Explicitly treating our conversations as ‘Say’ activities allowed me to 

deliberately gather rich contextual experiences of the resident participants’ 

waste and public spaces.  

Here, the participants’ social practice artforms of gardening could be 

photographically captured, interrogated for meaning and serve as a 

productive ‘Make’ activity for the research. Going about my data 

generation in this fashion exemplifies Dieleman’s (2012, p. 52) 

“transdisciplinary artful doing in a space of experimentation and 

imagination”. That is partly because these encounters afforded the resident 

participants and I the opportunity to share our individual relative expertise, 

perceptions and lived experiences of everyday waste and public space 

practices. 

My decision to introduce the CAPS document after the other tools was for it 

to serve an informational purpose. The document was meant to inform the 

resident participants about the position of urban waste and public space on 

the global agendas.  I intended to probe their ability to think of urban public 

space as a multidimensional assemblage at the global-local interface. While 

resident participants appeared pleasantly surprised to learn about the global 

waste and public space agenda, it was not immediately clear what they 

were able to make of it. It is also unclear if it had any impact on their ‘Make’ 

activities.  

Combining several functions in one ‘Make’ tool is not uncommon in this field 

of research and practice (Sanders and Stappers, 2012; Thoring, Luippold and 

Mueller, 2013). This was what I deliberately did with the CAPS tool. While 

difficult for people trained in the scientific mindset, “art, design and creativity 

thrive on ambiguity”(Sanders and Stappers, 2012, p. 44). Using ambiguity as a 
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tool to spark creative thinking about urban sustainability and place-making 

as embedded in the constant flows of cultures, people and discards at the 

global-local intersection probably needed more time.  

All four ‘Make’ tools, then, inspired us to artistically document and express the 

motivations, intentions and values that underpin waste and public space at 

the local-global interface. Thus, the oft-specialised notions and practices of 

place-making, art and sustainability were brought into our everyday life-

worlds. Here, the everyday public spaces, including their oft-neglected 

““junk” narratives”—meaning everyday waste in public space experiences 

and accompanying stories—were artistically interrogated and expressed 

(MacDonald, 2017, p. 279).  

The ‘Make’ tools potentially helped ground the research in the rich textures of 

everyday life that could not have been achieved through conventional ‘Do’ 

or ‘Say’ techniques alone. It is unlikely that I would have gained the rich 

“‘insider’ information” about resident participants’ sense of place 

(disruptions) without ‘Make’ tools like the personal diary.  

4.5. Artist-researcher positionality 

Many qualitative research methods and approaches foreground the 

importance of reflexivity and positionality. According to Leigh and Brown 

(2021, p. 34), reflexivity  “requires us as researchers to be aware of who we 

are, what we are doing and why we are doing it”.  The notion of reflexivity is 

closely linked to that of positionality because being aware of one’s social 

location or positionality requires being consciously reflective. Positionality is a 

complex, multi-layered, and dynamic concept. It also encompasses 

dimensions of power and privilege as well as the “researcher identity in terms 

of an insider-outsider perspective, based on the researchers’ relationship to 

the specific research setting and community” (Muhammad et al., 2015, p. 4). 

My position and identity in relation to Riverside and the resident participants 

certainly gave me an insider perspective that would normally have not been 
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possible for an “outsider” researcher. For one thing, my insider identity as a 

resident of the area enabled me to know the “hidden” micro-aggressions 

against the residents of the government-subsidised houses. I had to take care 

not to reinforce the existing views of the government-subsidised section as a 

dirty and unruly area in my interaction with the resident participants. Being 

there, I was aware of my social background as a resident of the better-

esteemed bonded houses. It is from this insider position that I am better 

equipped to interrogate the government-led narrative of Riverside as a socio-

spatially integrated human settlement as detailed in Chapter 3. 

Accepting our positionality as researchers arguably frees us from the feeling 

that we have to “be ‘fair’ or ‘do justice’ to all the data [or narratives] 

equally… instead, [we] should feel free to follow the stories that we are 

inspired to tell” (Leigh and Brown, 2021, p. 49). This, however, does not mean 

distorting or ignoring in any way what the data shows. While in my view 

Riverside is experiencing a growing waste and public space challenges, 

some participants appeared to see this as inconsequential or overblown. On 

further interaction, however, most participants seemed to accept the 

importance of telling the broader stories of the place, including its lived 

““junk” narratives”, to use MacDonald’s metaphor (2017, p. 279).  

In my interactions with the resident participants, I realised and embraced the 

importance of not being shy about my relative expertise and agenda. 

Hence, I honestly acknowledged my position and encouraged the resident 

participants to do likewise. Embracing my position also appeared to free the 

participants to voice and take pride in their own expert knowledge. This was 

particularly evident in my encounters with the gardeners. Seeing the expert 

manner in which gardeners cultivated and understood the diverse plant 

species illustrated the importance of acknowledging research participants as 

experts in their own experiences.  
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4.6. Research limitations and challenges 

The first main challenge in executing this research study related to time 

constraints from delays in getting my ethics clearance. This had me resorting 

to “discount ethnography”, that is, reducing the extensive interaction I had 

initially planned to have with the research participants (Thoring, Luippold and 

Mueller, 2013, p. 3). The lack of time also deprived me of the opportunity to 

adequately interrogate the rich contextual data I had gathered with the 

resident participants.  

Hence, I could only do the pre- and post-activities focus group discussions. 

The “Make” toolset also required good preparatory time for them to be self-

explanatory to the resident participants. I could not fully accomplish this. 

While some participants showed a good understanding of the “Make” toolset 

instructions together with an intrinsic interest to participate, others lacked 

these. This may explain why only 5 ‘Make’ activities were completed at the 

end of the study.  

Even so, the familiarity of the ‘Make’ toolset items and the accompanying 

mundane instructions proved useful in several ways. The simplicity of the 

toolset opened up interesting dialogues and allowed the participants greater 

voice in the study’s data-gathering process. According to  Goopy and 

Kassan (2019, p. 6) allowing space for “otherness” to be and for people to 

“express their experiences in a nonthreatening, collective environment” is 

foremost in artful inquiry. The simplicity of the tools somewhat helped in this 

respect.  

The resident participants’ comments and generated ‘Make’ activities 

showed a predominantly human-centred view of public spaces than I had 

planned to achieve. For instance, resident participants’ diary entries 

depicted a mostly recreational valuation of public spaces with little regard 

for their educational, (artistically) inspirational dimensions. This was more the 

case with younger resident participants than older ones. In fact, some of the 

older participants explicitly voiced an educational and spiritual valuing of 
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public spaces which Olsen (2022, p. 315) would term an “arts of multispecies 

placemaking”. This valuation of public spaces accounts for the human and 

more-than-human communities of public space users.   

With a little more time available, this “arts of multispecies placemaking” 

perspective would have been explored further. Encounters with the diverse 

resident participants were on their own enriching in several ways. These 

encounters afforded the resident participants and I the opportunity to share 

our relative expertise and experiences about everyday waste and public 

spaces. The  ‘Say-Do-Make’ model, then, exemplified “transdisciplinary artful 

doing in a space of experimentation and imagination” (Dieleman, 2012, p. 

52).  

Navigating the messy terrain of trans-disciplinary artful sustainability research 

presented another major challenge. Efforts at negotiating the eco-cultural 

dimensions of sustainability issues of waste and public space practices 

proved theoretically and methodologically challenging. While open to 

allowing new issues, methods, goals and perspectives to emerge in the 

course of the research, I did not fully embrace emergence as integral to my 

research. Put simply, I did not anticipate and embrace the uncertainty and 

puzzlement characteristic of trans-disciplinary emergent research (Dieleman, 

2012).  

In many ways, puzzlement was part of this research from its conception to its 

conclusion.  For instance, trying to understand how CAPS construes its place-

making agenda as a means to embed “the role of art and culture to achieve 

a lasting sense of place for [communities]” largely met with puzzlement 

among the officials I interviewed (UN-Habitat, 2021a, p. 29). This may explain 

the difficulty I encountered in getting the relevant information from the 

official participants concerning the eco-cultural aspects of public spaces 

amidst the growing waste mismanagement practices in the CoJ. In fact, 

some of the interviews were surprisingly short and shallow, with little relevant 

data gathered.  
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Conclusion 

The chapter outlined how the study was designed around the ‘Say-Do-Make’ 

framework. A detailed analysis of what this framework constitutes and how it 

was utilised at different stages of the research process of interrogating the 

eco-cultural dimensions of waste and public spaces was presented. An 

analysis of the ‘Make’ activities; my positionality in relation to Riverside and 

how this shaped this study were considered. Then, the theoretical-

methodological limitations and challenges encountered in carrying out this 

research were set out.   
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5. Analysis and discussion  

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter provides an analysis and discussion of the findings with a view to 

answering the research questions. It also attempts to operationalise the 

theoretical framework outlined in chapter two in order to map the 

participants’ lived experiences of waste and public spaces.  

I first present the approach adopted in making sense of the resident 

participants-produced data and the techniques used to interpret it. 

Secondly, I engage in a thematic analysis and discussion of the residents’ 

experiences of waste and public space as generated through the ‘Say-Do-

Make’ model. Thirdly, I analyse the data from the official participants 

regarding efforts at embedding the arts and culture towards sustainable 

cities with a focus on waste and public spaces. 

5.2.  Making sense of experience in artful sustainability research 

In artful sustainability research, participant-produced data like drawings, 

photos, poems and diaries are given equal values as means of expression like 

verbal ones (Ward and Shortt, 2020). In this study, resident participants were 

provided an assortment of tools to capture their experiences, beliefs and 

practices in textual and not-textual (visual) forms as outlined in the previous 

chapter.  

Face-to-face focus group interviews were subsequently conducted to make 

sense of the participant-produced data. This interpretation approach 

essentially places the visual on an equal footing with verbal or textual means 

of communication. Ultimately, the multimodality of participant-produced 

data on their waste and public space experiences were subjected to 

multiple levels of interpretation in relation to the research questions (Leigh 

and Brown, 2021). 
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5.3. Experiences of waste and public space in Riverside  

 
Our last collective “Say” activity (i.e. focus group discussion), presented a fine 

opportunity to elicit our associative thinking about the interconnected arts 

and cultural aspects of waste and public spaces. To do that, I resorted to a 

photo elicitation technique (see Image 5.1). This technique allowed the 

resident participats and I to critically interrogate the eco-cultural dimensions 

of local waste and public space practices portrayed by the photograph. A 

lively discussion ensued after RP 4 remarked: 

This only shows the kind of society we’ve become… We don’t care 

about cleanliness beyond the boundaries of our own yards. 

The resident participants and I seemed to find this short comment thought-

provoking. RP 1 added that this shows the superficial division between the 

private and public aspects of waste and public space practices. These 

thoughts parallel Iqani’s (2020, p. 26) argument that “rubbish transcends the 

boundaries between public and private at both a local and global scale”. 

Waste, therefore, was seen to result from, or a reflection, what we do in our 

private houses at the global-local interface. The resident participants 

appeared to also recognise the prevailing culture of externalising personal 

waste management responsibility. 

RP 4 further added that society holds a superficial idea of cleanliness. Asked 

to clarify his point, he pointed out that the same waste that may have been 

removed from sight is often returned physically or aerially by natural forces. 

This comment appeared to reflect what is playing out in Riverside. The waste 

and its negative implications are not fully confined to, using Kerber and 

Kramm’s metaphor (2021, p. 100), the “backstage settings” of the 

underserviced government-subsidised sections. Natural forces such as wind 

and rain easily carry different kinds of waste into the “frontstage paradise” of 

self-standing or rent-to-buy sections of the settlement. 
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When probed further on the arts and cultural implications of the waste 

practice on public spaces portrayed in the photograph, RP 3 responded: 

This is part of the reason I don’t like visiting local parks… there’s nothing 

exciting to do there. Plus, these spaces aren’t well-maintained… I’d 

rather stay at home than visit public parks. 

This not only raises important questions about the place-disruptive qualities of 

waste but also its broader impact on people’s ability to enjoy the 

recreational functions of public places. As waste can “shape the way places 

“smell, feel and sound and are experienced”, RP 3’s response implied waste’s 

negative impact on her sense of place in belonging in Riverside. With respect 

to the spiritual functions of public space, RP 8 intriguingly commented as 

follows 

This says a lot about modern culture… about how distant we have 

grown from our roots… where I come from, our spirituality is exercised 

through water, mountains, animals and plants, said RP 7.  

The resident participants seemed to recognise the various aspects of waste, 

such as its being a marker of cultural values. However, they were less 

forthcoming about other dimensions like the educational values of public 

spaces despite the apparent tacit knowledge of these as depicted in the 

resident participants’ diary entries. My resorting to a photo elicitation 

technique was meant to trigger this latent and embodied knowledge. 

Consequently, some began to openly express their recognition of the formal 

and informally educational values of trees, insects, and other biotic species. 

This knowledge would likely have not been voiced through traditional ‘Say’ 

techniques like interviews. Such perceptions of public spaces were more 

apparent with resident gardeners and regular users of public spaces, 

however. 

The mutually reinforcing nature of everyday waste practices and people’s 

sense of (public) place has largely remained outside of the dominant place-
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making discourse. This recalls Iqani’s (, 2020, p. 33) argument that “we have 

yet to turn serious scholarly attention to the question of how, in our 

collectively mediated lives, we speak of garbage”. Hence, our collective 

“Say” activity constituted a rare moment of interrogating this awkward 

subject that has arguably yet to enter critical public discourse.  

 

Image 5.1 Waste in Riverside’s Jukskei streams Source: Author (2023) 

5.3.1. An aesthetic of playful recycling 

Taking care to avoid a comfortable expert status, I consciously experimented 

with the ‘Make’ toolset to interrogate my and others’ waste and public 

space experience. The “help the public space” waste bag especially elicited 

in me a range of associative ideas about the multidimensional arts and 

cultural aspects of waste and public spaces. Hence, I consciously engaged 

in what I may term an aesthetic of playful recycling—borrowing McCracken’s 

(2007, p. 190) notion of “aesthetics of playtime recycling”. Deliberately 
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collecting my own vegetable and bread clips, as well as those I found in 

public spaces, led me to question some of my long-held perceptions of 

waste and public space.  

Over this period, it became clear that my perceptions of recycling were 

shaped by the dominant economic valuation. The playful recycling activity 

led to a range of new perspectives and valuations beyond the dominant 

one. In fact, experimenting with the bread clips provided me with a range of 

educational and aesthetic lessons typically not associated with the taken-for-

granted everyday waste practices. These are lessons usually conveyed only 

through disembodied “do not litter” park signage.  

 

Image 5.2 Artistic representation of playful recycling a ‘make’ activity Source: 
Author (2023) 

Through the playful recycling activity, waste began to take on a different 

meaning. My understanding of waste disposal gradually shifted towards an 

aesthetic realm.  This was an understanding beyond the profit-centred  
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Image 5.3 Aestheticising domestic waste Source: Resident participant 9 (2023) 
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dominant recycling regimes based, rather, on an aesthetic of care for fellow 

human and non-human communities. In an urban landscape increasingly 

shaped by waste, I perceive playful recycling’s potential to inspire a new 

perspective now considered urgent for a rethinking of our personal and 

collective relationship to waste in public space  (Iqani, 2020).  

As I deliberately went about collecting the clips as part of my ‘Do’ activities, 

familiar spaces took on a defamiliarised feeling. As I surveyed and re-

mapped the sites, I wondered about the invisible stories, private consumption 

and disposal practices embodied in the clips’ presence in public spaces. 

Additionally, observing the birds, butterflies and other non-human 

communities of public space users offered me an expanded sense of space 

that momentarily decentered the human subjects as the sole space or place 

makers.  

This was an expanded sense of space also accompanied by a sense of 

sadness and puzzlement at our mindless consumption and disposal practices. 

These place-disruptive practices have effectively silenced and rendered 

invisible the non-human communities in public spaces. Physically collecting 

such silenced “junk” narratives and experiencing the place-disruptive 

qualities of waste brought conceptual place-making closer to everyday life 

(MacDonald, 2017). 

As a research process, going about the playful recycling provided a way to 

simultaneously perform my ‘Say-Do-Make’ activities. Image 5.2 (i.e. ‘Make’) 

represents the culmination of my physically attending to (‘Do’), and 

uncovering Riverside’s take-for-granted waste and public place narratives 

(‘Say’).  

One of the key revelations from this exercise was that repurposing waste 

artistically may open up fresh debates and perspectives. Aestheticising waste 

was also linked to the idea that quality eco-cultural services in Riverside are 

to be co-generated at the intersection of private and public waste disposal 

practices. Similar thoughts were voiced concerning resident-participant 3’s 
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diary entry which invited us to consider the impact that consumer lifestyles 

have on the shared public spaces of Riverside.  

According to this depiction, waste malpractices in Riverside’s public spaces 

(Image 1 in 5.3) were partly the result of people’s failure to take responsibility 

for their own individually generated waste (Image 2 in 5.3). These thoughts 

also relate to the idea that eco-cultural services as relational processes that 

do not exist a priori, but people actively create through interactions with 

other people and nature (Fish, Church and Winter, 2016).  

5.3.2. Where have the trees gone 

Riverside’s predominantly denuded public spaces with scattered 

undergrown trees took centre stage in some of the ‘Make’ and ‘Say’ 

activities. Some of the diary portraits seemed to express concern over the 

dominant focus on roads and buildings as the primary elements of urban 

development. The focus group discussions and informal personal 

conversations with the resident participants were used to clarify the messages 

conveyed in such ‘Make’ activities. Concerning the general lack of 

vegetation in public spaces, RP 6 narrated: 

Just as I did, I’d like my children to have the freedom to explore nature 

and climb trees... beyond the confines of these playgrounds. 

Similar visual messages about the need to accommodate more trees in the 

built environment were found in some of the diaries. For instance, RP 7’s 

drawing explicitly addresses these issues (Image 5.4). As he explained in our 

personal conversation: 

Well, basically this picture is asking the question: Where have the trees 

gone in this area? Where are we supposed to find shade on this hot 

afternoon day? 
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These comments hint at the levelled landscape of Riverside which may be a 

legacy of its farming history, as one participant remarked. In response to this, 

RP 7 narrated: 

Planting grass and some trees here and there is actually like putting 

lipstick on a dead body.  

  

 

 

Image 5.4 Where have the trees gone? Source: Resident participant 7 (2023) 

Image 5.4 may also speak to the resident participants’ sense of diminishing 

contact with nature in Riverside’s public spaces. It alludes to the idea of 

urban dwellers who increasingly experience nature as contrived urban 

forests. The seeming inability of the built environment to accommodate 

“unruly” nature is hinted at here. This speaks to the theme of place 

detachment not due to waste malpractices in this case, but rather, the 

inadequate quality of the green  
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Image 5.5 informal place-making practices in the bonded (above) and the state-
subsidised (below) Source: Author 2023 
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public spaces. Several resident participants mention having to retreat indoors 

partly as a result of this.  

This data hints at an “extinction of nature experience” phenomenon playing 

out among some resident participants (Orr and Pyle 2008, p. 213). The 

phenomenon sees urban dwellers retreating indoors and experiencing 

diminished contact with green public spaces.  As indicated by the 

participant-produced data, waste malpractices and the inadequate quality 

of the green public spaces count among the main explanations. This may be 

construed as demonstrating a diminished experience of eco-cultural services 

and place dissatisfaction among some participants. 

The participants’ perceptions based mostly on past memories and wished-for 

future scenarios evince a degree of dissatisfaction with the designed public 

spaces. Observations during my own ‘Do’ activities appear to offer concrete 

evidence of these assumptions. Both in the bonded and the state-subsidised 

sections of Riverside, residents were undertaking what could be called “social 

practice placemaking interventions” seemingly in response to inadequacies 

of the formal place-making practices (Courage, 2017b, p. 67). Image 5.5 

depicts some of the residents’ grassroots spatial practices. 

In SPPM, (semi)community gardens are counted as a lived artform. As RP 2 

narrated, the food, flower and tree plantings is only not about vegetating 

Riverside’s largely denatured public spaces but also about benefiting from 

the diverse values of trees, insects, and other biotic species. Among these, 

she counted the formal and informal educational and recreational values. 

Amidst the yet-to-be-realised official efforts at foresting Riverside (Steyn, 

2021), the residents’ SPPM interventions betray a sense of (place) 

dissatisfaction with the formally approved public spaces like parks. 
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5.4. Key findings on resident participants’ entangled waste-public 

space experiences  

Various themes emerged during this analysis about the resident participants’ 

place-based waste and public space experiences. These themes were 

identified following the conceptual framework’s three integrated categories 

of place-making as a boundary-crossing concept. I would like to remind the 

reader that these are not strict thematic categories given the fluid nature of 

waste, public space and the participants’ experiences of eco-cultural 

services. 

Various themes relating to the place-disruptive dimensions of waste 

malpractices on the participants’ public space experiences emerged. The 

participants-produced visuals and the accompanying stories they told 

revealed a noticeable trend of diminishing contact with urban nature. Some 

participants explicitly attributed this to waste malpractices and others to 

shortcomings in the design of the urban public space like insufficient greenery 

and trees. The participants-produced images tended to depict scenarios 

different from the current state of public space, thus suggesting a degree of 

place detachment. 

However, there were also clear indications these experiences can be 

uniquely place- and person-based. For instance, the resident participants of 

the underserved government-subsidised section appeared to recognise the 

place-disruptive elements of waste malpractices more than the resident 

participants of the other two. Individual participants showed a different 

recognition and awareness of the full range of potential eco-cultural services 

of public space in Riverside. Educational and inspirational values of public 

spaces were less recognised than recreational and aesthetic ones, for 

example. 

These place and person-based findings suggest that any artful sustainability 

inquiry into waste and public space experiences need not seek to uncover 

generalisable, global or universal causes or experiences. Hence, more than 
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anything else, these findings are valued as personal reflections of each 

participant’s unique past and present experiences and value systems. 

5.5. Key findings on institutionalising art and culture in place-making 

Part of my intentions in interviewing the CAPS officials was to understand their 

vision of institutionalising the arts and culture towards a cleaner and liveable 

city through place-making as envisioned by the UN-Habitat (2021). The 

interviews were set against the context of place-making’s growing popularity 

as an arts-based strategy towards sustainable cities (Mehaffy, Haas and 

Elmlund, 2019). CAPS is a multi-stakeholder knowledge-exchange hub aimed 

at advancing expertise about African urban public spaces (CoJ, 2022). 

The difficulty of institutionally integrating the eco-cultural dimensions of waste 

and public spaces became apparent during these “Say” activities. As official 

participants 3 pointed out: 

You have to understand that urban public space is a multidimensional 

issue… and getting all relevant actors to work effectively beyond their 

sectoral bounds remains our biggest challenge.  

This remark appears to speak to CAPS’s broad and fragmented mandate 

which lies at the global-local interface. This lack of clarity may derail the 

localisation of the global place-making agenda or its relevance to everyday 

waste practices at the neighbourhood level (UCLG, 2018; Croese, 2022). The 

hub, then, would need to make its vision clearer to its broader stakeholders if 

it is to halt the prevailing externalisation of blame and responsibility for the 

urban sustainability issues of waste and public space. 

Generally, my efforts at understanding how CAPS envisions the role of art and 

culture amidst growing urban waste and public space malpractices in the 

city largely proved abortive. In most cases, the arts and culture were linked to 

the growing need to create jobs in the creative industry (i.e. the arts and 

culture sector). Official participants 3 remarked:  
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Well, you know people want to be employed… As you might have seen 

in different parks and squares around the city, we employ local artists to 

tell our stories through murals, sculpture, etc... Often, these artists use old 

recycled stuff which is great. 

While employment considerations are a valid consideration in the arts, 

economic imperatives alone do not suffice. They need to be balanced with 

the attendant socio-ecological concerns to ensure the city’s long-term 

sustainability. The conceptions of art and culture gathered from the 

interviews align more with the static, ornamental view of art characteristic of 

the museums, galleries, and heritage sites.  

It is unclear how institutionalising the traditional forms of art and culture may 

serve the practical sustainability issues of waste and public space in Riverside. 

While not discounting this possibility, I am inclined to see the SPPM 

conception of art as more attuned to the practical issues of waste and public 

space. SPPM emerges from the contextual issues of space and demands that 

its artwork be lived by its constructors (Courage, 2017b).  Unlike the 

fragmented, place-making-plus-art, view of place-making, SPPM foregrounds 

relational artworks like community gardens with a view to fostering 

sustainable practices.  

I could not get a hint that the official participants consider SPPM a form of 

art, culture or place-making worthy of institutionalising. Instead, the place-

making agenda of the official participants draws more on the managerial 

urban development discourse that favours a compartmentalised view of the 

arts, public space, culture and sustainability. Place-making, like sustainability, 

does not belong to any single domain. Thus, CAPS would do well to jettison its 

seemingly siloed perception of place-making. Embracing place-making as a 

“boundary object” at the interface of the eco-cultural dimensions of waste 

and public space would be constructive (Enqvist et al., 2018; Schrag and 

McKinnon, 2022). 
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Conclusion 

The chapter began by outlining the approach adopted in making sense of 

the resident participants-generated data about their embodied experiences 

of the issues under investigation. A thematic analysis of the resident 

participants’ experiences of waste and public spaces as generated through 

the ‘Say-Do-Make’ tools and techniques was presented and discussed. This 

chapter also considered an analysis of the data generated by the officials 

about efforts at embedding the arts and culture through place-making 

interventions towards sustainable cities and communities.   
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6. Conclusion and recommendations 

6.1. Introduction 

This concluding chapter presents the research conclusions on the research 

questions. It first gives a brief outline of the questions the report sought to 

answer, before detailing the main findings on each of the sub-questions. It 

then makes conclusions based on these findings. Thereafter, it recommends 

potential areas for further research in Riverside on the eco-cultural dimensions 

of the sustainability issues of waste and public spaces. 

6.2. Research questions and findings 

This study set out to understand Riverside resident participants’  experiences 

of the eco-cultural dimensions of waste and public space. Set against the 

UN-Habitat’s efforts at positioning place-making as an integrative strategy 

towards SDG 11.6 and 11.7 implementation, I asked the following overall 

research question: 

How do resident participants experience the eco-cultural services of 

Riverside’s public spaces and how are these experiences impacted by 

waste malpractices? 

I also sought to answer the following sub-questions: 

• What arts and cultural services of public spaces are valued by 

participants?  

• What impact does waste in public spaces have on participants’ 

perceptions or experiences of public spaces?  

• What do participants’ experiences of waste and public spaces reveal 

about their sense of place in Riverside? 
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• What gaps are identified between the theoretical concepts of place-

making and Riverside resident participants’ everyday lived experiences 

of waste and public spaces? 

Valued arts and cultural services of public spaces in Riverside  

Based on this study’s findings, participants showed a higher valuation of the 

spiritual, educational and recreational functions of public spaces. Although 

expressing past or desired experiences of these public space functions, the 

RP’s artistic works and comments showed desires to make spiritual and 

recreational use of public space than is currently possible. Riverside’s water 

bodies like the Jukskei’s tributaries were implicitly referred to concerning the 

spiritual functions of public spaces.   

A noteworthy finding was that informal public spaces were more valued by 

the resident participants than the designed and officially sanctioned public 

spaces like parks. A possible explanation is that Riverside’s parks appear to 

be designed with children’s recreational needs in mind—considering the pre-

eminence of children’s playgrounds in most of the parks. Socio-demographic 

factors also appeared to be decisive. For instance, the formal and informally 

educational values of public spaces like community gardens were valued by 

the older and regular gardeners in particular.   

Impact of waste on participants’ experiences of public spaces 

Waste showed a wide range of negative impacts of RP’s experiences of 

Riverside’s public space. Some participants expressed the disruptive qualities 

of waste on their ability to access cultural services like the streams for spiritual 

purposes. Cleanliness was a noteworthy area of concern for participants. Not 

only did the resident participants lament the cultural values responsible for 

the waste mismanagement practices, they also expressed waste to be 

among the chief reasons they avoid public spaces.  

This is particularly concerning given the socio-economic and ecological 

potentials of public spaces. The findings suggest that the global efforts at 
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positioning place-making as a strategy towards SDG 11 implementation truly 

need to pay special attention to targets 11.6 and 11.7, respectively. These 

targets focus on reducing the negative impacts of waste and ensuring 

universal access to quality public spaces. Another issue worth paying 

attention to is the prevailing culture of mindless disposal that a growing 

number of scholars believe the arts could play a role in transforming (see 

Kagan, 2012; Merrick, 2012; Duxbury, 2019).   

Waste and public spaces and participants’ sense of place  

Sense of place or belonging is a key characteristic of both place-making and 

the arts and cultural (ecosystem) services. Overall, the resident participants 

perceive and experience the place-disruptive impacts of waste on public 

spaces differently. While not uniform, the research findings indicate that 

public spaces are generally experienced and perceived negatively. Based 

on personal conversations and artistic productions, the resident participants 

generally expressed dissatisfaction with the designed public spaces like parks, 

among other reasons, owing to:  

• Ill-designed or inadequately maintained parks, streams, or the broader 

green infrastructure 

• A general inadequacy of vegetation in public spaces 

• Waste disposal and burning in public spaces  

From a waste and public space standpoint, the study found RP to experience 

a general sense of place detachment. As discovered in the participants’ 

make activities, their fondest public space experiences are from other places 

or wished-for future scenarios.  

6.3. From theory to practical place-making in Riverside  

Another question that this research wanted to answer concerns the theory-

practice gaps in place-making studies. This is not meant to be a thorough 

assessment of all the gaps identified, but rather, to point out some 
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noteworthy aspects that I found instructive regarding the theory-practice 

gaps in place-making based on the empirical findings in Riverside. These 

considerations are also meant to help other researchers interested in similar 

topics and improve knowledge creation in this field of study. 

Studying a predominantly theory-based and multidimensional concept like 

place-making required that I occasionally suspend my preconceived 

theoretical notions of what place-making is, and study it in situ. This mindset 

was useful considering this research’s focus on Riverside residents’ embodied 

experiences of the eco-cultural dimensions of waste and public space. A 

noteworthy theory-practice gap finding concerns the global efforts at 

ensuring that “placemaking institutionalizes the role of art and culture to 

achieve a lasting sense of place for [communities]” (UN-Habitat, 2021a, p. 

29). 

A key finding concerning this is that the gap between the theory of 

institutionalising place-making and practice remains big. The dominant 

conceptions of art and culture associated with place-making have little 

practical relevance to the eco-cultural dimension of urban sustainability 

issues of waste and public space. This occurs amidst faltering efforts at 

positioning place-making as a “boundary object” at the interface of the eco-

cultural dimensions of waste and public space for diverse communities of 

practice.   

Ultimately, researchers need to embrace the idea that place-making is 

studied and achieved in practice. Place-making should also be studied 

holistically, that is, as ever in the process of becoming. Hence, researchers 

should be open to the possibility that place-making may not issue in the 

residents’ sense of place, but rather, place detachment owing to place-

disruptive practices like waste in public spaces (Ellery and Ellery, 2019; Brown 

et al., 2020). Ultimately, interrogating everyday practices like waste and 

public space practice is at the core of artful sustainability inquiry.  
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6.4. Concluding remarks and potential areas for research in Riverside 

The study set out to understand Riverside residents’ experiences of the eco-

cultural dimensions of sustainability issues of waste and public space. Based 

on the findings outlined above, the research concludes that public spaces 

are mostly perceived and experienced poorly and waste in public spaces 

counts among the chief contributing factors. While these experiences were 

not uniform across all participants from the three property typologies, none of 

these voices satisfaction with their current experiences of waste and public 

space in Riverside.  

A worthy candidate for further research concerning the arts and cultural 

aspects of waste and public space in Riverside concerns the establishment of 

the knowledge hub, CAPS in 2020. This study’s attempts at ascertaining how 

the hub perceives its place-making mandate in relation to the eco-cultural 

dimensions of waste and public space in areas like Riverside largely drew a 

blank. Establishing its social relevance to the practical sustainability issues of 

waste and public space will doubtless help CAPS serve the global efforts at 

localising SDG 11.6 and 11.7.  
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