
\XZ.,/t\,/t\,/\1,/\1,/\
7Þ71\

UniversitöÎ
Bosel
Philosophisch-Histor¡sche
Fakultät

Name, Vorname:

Titel der schriftlichen Arbeit:

Datum:

_,..;¿1, 
rr j

I :,
¿].'

I ¡i1í-l 
'¡".r 

':r' Fl .

":J.-, .1:-t . .i,

Erklärung zur w¡ssenschaftlichen Redlichkeit

lch bestätige hiermit, dass ich vertraut bin mit den Regelungen zum Plagiat der <Ordnung der

Philosophisch-Historischen Fakultät der Universität Baselfür das Bachelorstudium vom 25. Oktober

2018>> ($21) bzw. der <<Ordnung für das Masterstudium vom 25. Oktober 2018>> ($25) und die Regeln

der wissenschaftlichen lntegrität gewissenhaft befolgt habe. Die vorliegende Arbeit ist ausserdem weder

ganz noch teilweise an einer anderen Fakultät oder Universitälzur Begutachtung eingereicht und/oder

als Studienleistung, z.B. in Form von Kreditpunkten verbucht worden.

Lb<t\t , l-iqn\nq.,
V

E.xg\c ., nl a\\Rr nrrfìrrq-

t-ec^r Nr ^1 \, o* Ucbon

C 0. p¿ Yo.-n

f,oc-r et y -lrla{t"re fQtcr*i on :\rì Þ s :

\{q'}c¡rR- Con6qrvq\ tor' )¡

Unterschrift:

41, AuJ 2c 4t



 



1 

 

 

 

 



2 

 

I am very grateful to have had the privilege of doing my field work at the Edith Stephens 

Nature Reserve in Cape Town. It was a wonderful, humbling, interesting and inspirational 

experience and I would like to express my gratitude to everyone I met while working there. 

All of you had patience for my questions, were openly welcoming me and simply enriched 

my stay so much. I also thank everyone who shared their time and knowledge with me during 

interviews and conversations, and helped me navigate my time in Cape Town. 

To my supervisors, Dr Anna Selmeczi, who inspired and encouraged me all the way, and to 

Professor Manuel Herz, who supported me with valuable inputs, I would like to express my 

great appreciation. 

I am also grateful for the support I felt from my family and friends who helped me with useful 

critique. 

Finally, I would like to thank my fellow students with whom I had the opportunity to learn so 

much and share many urban adventures in both Basel and Cape Town. 

  



3 

 

 

ESWP – Edith Stephens Wetland Park 

EEO – Environmental Education Officer 

EPWP – Extended Public Works Programme 

NEMA – National Environmental Management Act 

PHA – Philippi Horticultural Area 

SHF – Sweet Home Farm settlement 

The City/ CoCT – The City of Cape Town, referring to the governmental body and not the 

place 

All personal names of research partners in this thesis have been replaced with pseudonyms. 
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At the heart of my research is the strive to make a contribution to overcoming the conceptual 

division of nature and culture that is most dominant in modern western thought and informs 

nature conservation practices on a global scale. In conventional approaches to nature 

conservation, nature is usually conceptualized as an apolitical realm outside the social world. 

Realizing that this notion of nature is not god given, but rather produced in a social discourse, 

is the first step towards imagining other ways of how nature can be understood. In my thesis I 

look at the notion of nature as a social construct in order to enable an imagination of 

nature/society relationships that does not reproduce categorical distinctions between the 

natural and the social realms. Hence, I want to use a notion of nature that allows us to see 

nature and society as a network, in which each component is defined by their relation to other 

parts of the environment they interact with. 

In this time of climate change, environmentalism and nature conservation projects are 

commonly seen as silver lining in public debates about sustainable development strategies, 

and ultimately even about the future of the human race. Given the high expectations and 

hopes placed into environmentalism, it is important to critically analyze the categories and 

normative implications inherent in this discourse. Our modes of knowledge production in 

nature conservation – just as in any other field – depend on social conventions and 

institutionalized hierarchies. The contingent character of knowledge as a social product means 

that it has to be up for debate whether the ways in which we learn and teach about nature, 

conceptualize our relationship with our planet, and produce power structures through 

environmentalism are reasonable and comply with our visions of how we want humanity to 

shape the world. 

This thesis grapples with new ways of conceptualizing nature that do not try to define nature 

as a single separate entity in reality, among possible other entities like culture, technology or 

science. Instead I want to focus on the way that humans relate to nature, which then defines 

our knowledge about it. To understand nature through the relational character between 

humans and non-humans I will use the spatial concepts put forward in social geography 

prominently represented by Benno Werlen. Werlen developed an “action-oriented geography” 

that analyzes spaces not with the “space” itself as starting point, but with a focus on the 

embodied subject with its socio-cultural, subjective, and material conditions (Werlen 1993, 3). 
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Following this relational understanding of space, context has to be put in the foreground. The 

site my case study will focus on therefore needs certain contextualization in terms of its 

material, socio-cultural, and subjective conditions, which will be offered in Chapter 3, 

dedicated to the case of Edith Stephens Wetlands Park in Cape Town.  

Edith Stephens is a seasonal wetland, managed as a nature reserve by the City of Cape Town. 

The socio-cultural context is an obvious issue when looking at this space of nature, since 

nature conservation is a contested type of land use in this part of Cape Town. The difficult 

socio-economic circumstances of this area lead to gangsterism, safety issues, and sometimes 

precarious living conditions. This makes justifying efforts of nature conservation a more 

exacting task than elsewhere. I found this area to be very useful when imagining alternative 

understandings of nature, because nature conservation is not normalized in a context like this, 

which means that nature has to be negotiated and redefined constantly. It is through the 

negotiations of land uses and justifications of nature conservation practices in this area that 

we realize how our definition of nature, put forward in nature conservation, depends on the 

expectations and needs of the typical park user. Even if poverty, crime and nature 

conservation do not seem to go together, in some ways they are all connected through social 

actions, and in the case of my thesis, this connection is spatially located and made visible in 

the Edith Stephens Wetland Park. 

A categorical distinction between nature and society will limit our understanding of the urban, 

natural, and social processes happening in Edith Stephens. Here the social context of the park 

cannot easily be ignored, even if we attempt to speak only about nature. I argue that the social 

context can never be ignored when talking about nature, but for me as an outsider from a 

European university, the social context is more visible in Cape Town’s nature conservation, 

asit is so different to my own social context. I will unpack my own position and relations to 

the site in Chapter 2 on methods, where I elaborate how the data has been gathered, and 

problematize the role of the researcher in this ethnographic study. 

Of course there are different ways to imagine new relationships between nature and society. 

Drawing from my work with Edith Stephens Wetland Park, a possible link between the two in 

the case of South Africa is participation. Due to historical imbalances and the need of 

redressing damages from colonial times and Apartheid, the South African constitution 

enshrined the legal requirement of participation in many public issues to work away 

discriminatory legal mechanisms. This is also the case for nature conservation as a matter of 

public land use. How exactly participation is defined, realized or assessed is not legally stated, 
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which means that there is a big scope of action for the individuals who work in nature 

conservation. As for this thesis, when it comes to questions about nature conservation, 

participation means including voices which normally do not classify as expert opinions 

because traditionally they are not perceived to belong to the nature category. If we imagine 

that nature and society define and relate to each other through participation, we can work on 

the question of how the notion of participation can help us to treat issues around so called 

“natural spaces” not only as natural but also as urban and social issues. To unpack this last 

question, we will need to look at following guiding questions: 

1. Why is there a need to challenge the nature/culture divide and how can it be 

done on a conceptual level? 

2. How does nature conservation on the basis of the current nature/culture divide 

look like, and what are its spatial and social consequences in the case of Cape 

Town?  

3. How does participation in nature conservation work at the Edith Stephens 

Wetland Park?  

4. How does participation in nature conservation create a relational space? 

The first question is researched in the literature of post-human scientists, political ecologists, 

critical urbanists, and eco-feminist. The work of these authors provides the bases of my 

research. Chapter 1 is dedicated to the theoretical background in the form of a literature 

review that is divided into five sections. To tackle the second question, I build on existing 

literature about the specific case of nature conservation in Cape Town in the last section of 

my literature review, where I also add some first insights from my fieldwork. Chapter 2 deals 

with the methodology and my position as a foreign researcher during the 10 weeks of 

fieldwork, which I was lucky enough to spend at Edith Stephens Nature Reserve. Chapter 3, 

which explains the case of the Edith Stephens Wetland Park, focuses on the local context of 

the Cape Flats and adds more details to clarify the second question. Chapter 4 is concerned 

with analyzing my experience at the nature reserve and addresses questions three and four. 

Subsequently, I discuss the lessons learnt from my own findings in Chapter 5 and conclude in 

Chapter 6.  
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In times of the Anthropocene, the relationship between nature and society or, more precisely, 

between humans and non-humans is scrutinized and re-evaluated. From the 1800 onwards, the 

industrial revolution with its enormous increase of burning fossil fuel, caused a remarkable 

concentration of carbon dioxide in our atmosphere. At the same time other significant human-

driven alterations in the earth system reshaped the biological composition of Earth, affecting 

the distribution of chemical elements such as nitrogen, carbon, phosphorus, and silicon as 

well as the energy balance of the planet. Based on these man-made interventions into our 

environment, the term Anthropocene describes the current geological era in which humans are 

the most destructive force on earth. Human activities have become so incisive to the condition 

of the earth that they compete with the natural forces, which has been analyzed in science for 

centuries. In this very moment, our planet is turning into an ever less biologically diverse, less 

forested, much warmer and probably wetter and stormier place (Steffen, Crutzen, and McNeill 

2007, 614). The impression that geological processes are so large and powerful that there is 

nothing we as humans could do to have a significant impact on them, has finally turned out to 

be wrong. The amounts of trees cut down, habitats destroyed, and fossil fuels burnt have 

without a doubt turned us into geological agents. This fact forces us to get to terms with the 

inextricable blurring of human and natural histories (Chakrabarty 2009, 206). 

 

On top of the fact that we as humans are currently triggering our own extinction, we need to 

deal with the realization that our everyday routines are the major problem in this context of 

climate change and yet, we seem incapable of turning the course of human history around. We 

find ourselves in a situation where decisions have to be made to prevent the destruction of 

what we call nature in order for nature not to destroy us. The relation between us and nature 

clearly has to be reconfigured. Timothy Morton (2007) explains that the very term of the 

Anthropocene calls time on an anti-anthropocentric paradigm shift because it states that the 

human centered worldview must be seen as a distinct characterization of the time we live in 

which is a time of crisis. Morton wants us to abandon the very idea of nature, which builds on 

dualistic notions about nature and society dating back to the Romantic period. Instead he 

wants us to think about the “ecological state of the human society”. 
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Strange as it sounds, the idea of nature is getting in the way of properly ecological 

forms of culture, philosophy, politics, and art.[…] In particular the literature of the 

Romantic period, commonly seen as crucially about nature is the target of my 

investigation, since it still influences the ways in which the ecological imaginary 

works (Timothy Morton 2007, 1). 

Like Morton, Affrica Taylor problematizes the romantic understanding of nature that is 

dominant in western cultural perceptions of the environment. Romanticism emphasizes the 

pureness, innocence, and aesthetic perfection of nature that today’s modern technologically-

focused society supposedly lacks. It builds on Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s original work where 

nature is seen as the personification of truth, goodness, and moral authority, positioned in 

opposition of society (Daston and Vidal 2004 in Taylor 2017, 65). Rousseau claimed that the 

defining characteristic of human existence is his alienation from nature. This alienation is 

done through the splitting of the human subject from the natural object, which is necessary for 

man to perform labor and to consciously transform the environment. Both labor and 

transformation of the environment require the use of reason and supposedly trigger a chain of 

development originating in the natural state of men, evolving into a state of war, followed by 

the institutionalization of private property and the establishment of a government. According 

to Rousseau, having reached the civilized stage at this point, the natural liberty of men is 

irreversibly destroyed (Biro 2005, 76). Rousseau’s view of a categorical distinction between 

the natural state and civilization is full of normative assumptions and is still visible in 

environmental campaigns which promote nature’s pureness and innocence.  

 

Another way of understanding nature, which has become common place in environmental 

debates, is nature as an accumulation strategy. Cindi Katz (1998, 48 ff.) points out that 

enlightenment thinking and social relations of productions due to capitalism have established 

an instrumentalist view of nature as a source of value. Nature as a resource has been analyzed 

by Marxist and eco-feminist writers who exposed parallels between the exploitation of nature 

and the exploitation of people. In order to use nature as an accumulation strategy, Katz holds 

that nature has become an investment in the future. In a next step to secure this investment, 

the commodification and privatization of nature unfolded on a global scale. Katz argues that 

preservation agendas promoted by corporations, foundations, non-governmental organizations 

and governments are directed to an instrumentalist cause. Out of an emerging need to control 

access to natural resources, these agendas were mainly developed in the last decades. During 

that time, established ways of accessing nature were threatened because the decolonization 

wave jeopardized the supply chain of natural resources out of former colonies into the global 
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north. Katz further states that nature preserves and biosphere reserves protect certain spaces 

from different “inappropriate” uses while the instrumentalization and future expropriation of 

nature is specifically encouraged through thorough scientific documentations and analysis of 

endemic species. In understanding nature as a globally valued commodity, that might prove to 

be useful as a future investment, nature is anything but neutral or innocent, but becomes an 

instrument for economic means, which is used by its owners according to their own agenda. 

The preserve becomes, in current lingo, “a biodiversity bank”. Deferred consumption 

coupled with various investments in money and scientific inquiry are expected to pay 

off in the future. All of which begs the question of who has the rights to determine the 

“appropriate” use of preserved land; of how the altered temporalities of nature bias 

future social access to the landscape. Like any corporate investment, the biodiversity 

bank exists for its investors, and access is strictly controlled. In these ways and others, 

biosphere reserves and nature preserves come to represent a peculiar form of fetishized 

nature (Katz 1998, 49). 

Crucial questions we have to bear in mind when understanding problematic notions about 

nature are who we protect nature for and at what cost. Even though the environmentalist 

savior attitude of a romantic understanding of nature is driven by good intentions it neglects 

other ways in which we can understand nature. Indigenous and marginalized cultures, for 

example, do not perpetuate the nature/culture dualisms like modern and mostly urban 

societies tend to do and often stand on conflict with so called “appropriate” uses of nature 

reserves (Taylor 2017, 64 ff.). 

 

What Katz and Taylor make clear is that the kind of nature we preserve is a social construct 

that we agree on nurturing and caring for. We need to acknowledge that this perception of 

nature is neither pure nor exclusively good, but it is highly political, forged by social 

expectations and put into clear boundaries of what is declared to be nature and what is 

decided to be cut away. Decisions like these are always part of a power structure which must 

not be naturalized by blindly worshiping an allegedly pure, romantic idea of nature. 

Too often, Katz argues, preservation has been used as an instrument to conserve this source of 

value, while an ecologically and socially sensitive approach would have included more 

relevant aspects. Taking into account ecology and social contexts makes the link between 

modern preservation practices and an enhanced geographical power of capital visible as a 

result of the industrial development in Europe and North America. Many of the biodiversity 

battles are fought in so called underdeveloped countries of Latin America, Asia, and Africa. 

Katz states that there, the support for the diversity of plants and animals stands in strange 



10 

 

opposition to a one-dimensional treatment the vast diversity of human constituencies who use 

the conserved nature space (Katz 1998, 49). The consequence is that poor people are 

criminalized as poachers and intruders in their own land since a growing share of land, rich in 

biodiversity, is locked away in preserves
1
. Those with fewer possibilities of mobility and 

economic options are hit hardest by enclosed nature reserves while large-scale users like 

multinational timber, pharmaceutical and ranching companies who have a much more 

damaging impact on the environment, are more likely to adapt their land use according to an 

instrumentalist view of nature that fits into conservation practices, Katz argues. 

If we do not acknowledge nature, which is preserved in conservation areas as a social 

construct that is related to power structures, we run the risk of marginalizing local 

communities whose livelihoods depend on their relationship with nature.  

Post-humanist scholars such as Affrica Taylor, Timothy Morton and Cindi Katz call for a new 

way of positioning humans in the world that does not perpetuate a romantic notion of nature 

and therefore does not reproduce a dualistic nature/culture divide. This means that they argue 

against concepts where the human and the non-human domain are seen as belonging to two 

different worlds that relate to each other but, nevertheless, exist independently and can be 

treated as isolated issues. Arguing against this divide implies that not only “nature” as an 

object of study has to be reconsidered but also what we understand as “the social” has to be 

negotiated.  

What the social world actually comprises has been debated wildly in the last century. The 

dualistic understanding of a social realm isolated from the natural world is in parts informed 

by the way social scientists defined their field of study. In the emerging field of sociology, in 

the beginning of the last century, is was especially Émile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss who 

established the idea of the social as an independent reality level, which therefore needs to be 

studied in its own terms. If society is an independent entity, they concluded, the social cannot 

be analyzed as a mere result of the climate, national character or race. Even if the material 

substrate conditions of social life, as Durkheim stressed especially in his later work, it is not a 

geologically or biologically determined thing, but rather a reality “sui generis”. This idea was 

groundbreaking in science, as up until then the human was mostly analyzed as an individual - 

in medicine and psychology – and the social was largely seen as an epiphenomenon of 

physical conditions (Terrier 2009, 183, 186). Social scientists in the last century have 

                                                 

1
see Peluso 1992 
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elaborated theories which distinguish the social realm of reality from other realms, such as 

economics, geography, science, politics or psychology. This distinction was made according 

to given traits which supposedly only belong to society. Negative definitions of what the 

social reality is would exclude everything that is purely biological, linguistic, or natural. 

Positive definitions held that anything called social “must achieve, reinforce, express, 

maintain, reproduce or subvert the social order” (Latour 2005, 3).  

Rearranging the meaning of “social factors” and the “social context” Bruno Latour came up 

with a new and much wider understanding of what the social actually is. He argues that the 

field of sociology could be much more relevant if it would be a science that does not try to 

understand how society is held together but instead used society to explain something else, or 

solve a political question of the time. Latour writes that he does not define the social “as a 

special domain, a specific realm, or a particular sort of thing, but only as a very peculiar 

movement of re-association and reassembling” (Latour 2005, 7). With Actor-Network-

Theory, Bruno Latour has revolutionized the way in which we understand the social. For the 

first time sociologists analyzed the substance of our societies through material objects of 

science and technology together with the processes that allowed the creation of these objects. 

In “We Have Never Been Modern” Latour uses the word “collective” to refer to a network of 

associations of humans and non-humans while he uses “society” only to describe the part of 

our collectives that builds on a divide invented by the social sciences (Latour 1993, 4). 

According to Latour, to understand social phenomena in science we have followed either E.O 

Wilson’s approach of naturalization, Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of socialization, or Jacques 

Derrida’s method of deconstruction. However, instead of limiting our understanding of a 

phenomenon as complex as the ozone hole for example, Latour wants to look at it as a 

network where all three approaches can be acknowledged in their ability to shed light on a 

different level of reality including facts, power, and discourse. Agreeing on scientific facts as 

being socially constructed does not allow us to reduce them to a social dimension because the 

social domain is constituted by material objects in it. Even though these objects are real, they 

also operate as social actors and in turn cannot be reduced to the physical materiality either. In 

his own words Latour describes to ozone hole as “too social and too narrated to be truly 

natural; the strategy of industrial firms and heads of state is too full of chemical reactions to 

be reduced to power and interests; the disclosure of the ecosphere is too real and too social to 

boil down to meaning effects” (Latour 1993, 6). Only in dissolving the categories of natural, 

social, and technical domains is it possible to have a further reaching view of what 

phenomena, actants, and processes actually are involved in any network of correlating things. 
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The deconstruction of what the social and the natural actually mean in science and 

environmental discourse is the starting point of imagining an alternative way of how humans 

and non-humans relate to each other in the Anthropocene.  

In order to take Latour’s point of networks seriously, we have to consider the facts, power 

relations, and discourses playing into our common understanding of nature and society that 

inform the scientific community. The growing power of scientific authority gained influence 

from the enlightenment period on, and supported colonial campaigns to foreign countries in 

order to gather, classify, and analyze natural resources. If we want to reshape the relationship 

we fostered between humans and nonhumans from the moment we started our 

institutionalized, global, scientific inquiries, we need to talk about the political context of 

colonial conquest which was at work during these inquiries. We need an understanding that 

does not naturalize the way in which we engaged with nature during colonial expeditions and 

imperial expansions. This also brings in a racialized dimension into nature conservation that 

we have to address, since the understanding of nature as an exploitable resource is an 

understanding of the environment spread across the globe by colonial masters.  

When it comes to uncovering racial implications in nature conservation, Carolyn Finney’s 

(2014) work has to be mentioned. Finney analyzes how the general public discussion about 

the environment in the United States is a predominately white concern. Showing a range of 

historical examples in the US we can understand how an American identity has been shaped 

and tied to a collective African-American memory of fear, exclusion and insecurity that has 

been passed on from generation to generation. She elaborates on historical examples such as 

the collective trauma of slavery that established one of the most dominant relations between 

land – the cotton field as space of forced labor – and enslaved people. As another example, 

she mentions the American Homestead Act of 1862 as one of the most important pieces of 

American legislation, which propelled to stake the claim on landownership in Americas 

inland. Congress passed this act to encourage the settlement of the West that up until then had 

remained unsettled by non-Native Americans. The act was passed with the intention of 

spreading the settler nation across the continent, linking the East and West coast with thriving 

farms, new towns, and finally states and in hindsight was decisive for building the nation. For 

a small fee, settlers could file a land claim and in return had to improve and cultivate the 

prairie in the mid west in oftentimes very hard conditions. The act did offer new immigrants, 
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women, and freed African American slaves a possibility to landownership – which was tied to 

the meaning of American identity – and was celebrated as such (Porterfield 2004, 4 f.). 

However, the common discourse neglects the fact that Congress infringed the relation of 

Native Americans to land tremendously when it passed the Indian Removal Act in 1830, just 

previous to the prompt of settling westward. This act denied Native Americans big parts of 

their land and made the call for new settlements in the mid-west possible instead (Finney 

2014, 21 ff.). Historical examples of how different people had different access and therefore 

related differently to land are crucial to understand why nature conservation today is 

conceived as a predominantly white concern.  

Finney mentions legal acts and historical events that defined land ownership during settler 

colonialism in America and influenced the relationship between different groups of humans 

and nature, which eventually lead to the racialization of the environment. She states that the 

most decisive era in terms of cultural trauma for black people in America has to be the 250 

years of slavery together with the considerable effort by the U.S government to execute the 

Jim Crow laws from the late 19
th

 century until 1965 in the south of the United States. These 

historical moments led to the avoidance of certain nature places, like the woods and the 

creation of special alternative outdoor spaces, such as the Virginia Key Beach for African 

American people. During the Jim Crow era a variety of laws enforced racial segregation in 

America and among other things prohibited access to nature places for black people. While 

recruiting African Americans in the U.S during the Second World War, Virginia Key Beach 

in Miami was proclaimed the only beach allowing black people in Miami. Initially 

exclusively intended for black sailors to train, the beach opened in 1945 for African 

Americans who started to visit the beach by the thousands each year (Finney 2014, 27,62 f.).  

The exclusion of African-Americans in mainstream environmental discussions was not only 

enforced by discriminatory legislations which, for example, kept them from landownership, 

but it also keeps being reproduced by visual representations of wild lands in the media that 

focus primarily on a Euro-American experience of the outdoors. In support of her argument, 

Finney criticizes the popular media in perpetuating this Euro-American narrative of 

environmentalism. There we often find representations that feed stereotypes and repeat the 

image of a problematic relationship between African Americans and Nature. Finney states 

that “racialization and representation are not passive processes; they also have the power to 

determine who actually participates in environmental related activities and who does not; 

which voices are heard in environmental debates and which voices are not” (Finney 2014, 3). 
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According to Finney, the media and formal education promote specific ways of knowing and 

give authority to certain narratives. In the case of the dominant environmental narrative in the 

U.S, the complex history of different cultural groups and their historically restricted access to 

nature is being denied. Highlighting the African American experience with nature, Finney’s 

work can be seen as a counter narrative to the mainstream environmental debate. 

The colonial settlement of land in all its different instantiations across the globe has to be seen 

as an imperious force when it comes to the building of relationships between land and people. 

Similarly to the African-American experience of exclusion we find that places of major 

biodiversity in South Africa, as another former British colony, are also perceived and 

presented as predominantly white places. The racialization of spaces is of course attached to 

racism and with that to different stereotypes and expectations we have about people 

depending on their skin color. These preconceived ideas are not only about their relation to 

nature but also about the knowledge that is attributed to a person depending on their skin 

color, whereby the scientific knowledge is valued the most. As a way of bridging different 

ways of engaging with nature which do not prioritize a western, scientific and dualistic 

approach currently dominant in nature conservation, Anderson et al (2013) want to foster the 

dialogue between local fishers along the Benguela Coast in South Africa and scientists 

analyzing the region. In their article, Anderson et al. recognize fishers as knowledge holders 

who need to be involved in fisheries management. To enable this, we need a theoretical 

framework for rethinking the categories of “fishers” and “scientists” in a way that does not 

reinforce the conventional assumption of the “knowing scientists” and “believing fishermen”. 

If we want to analyze knowledge production critically, we have to pay attention to the ways in 

which fishers and scientists talk about nature and take them seriously on their own terms 

(Anderson et al. 2013, 188). 

Technology in this context is often understood as something detached from the body. 

Therefore, scientists who make use of technology can be seen as not engaging with their 

bodies while producing knowledge objectively with their science. However, Gísli Pálsson 

(1994) argues that the art of using technology is by extending the body to technological 

devices and using technology as if it was not there. Instead of valuing fishing practices either 

as success or failure dependent on individual, technical skills, Pálsson also wants us to look at 

the “social nature of human action” relevant for fishing skills. Enskillment then should be 

understood as a collective enterprise, involving whole persons, social relations, and 

communities of practice an “gut reactions”. This applies both to scientists with their 
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technological devices and to fishers who use their cell phones, boats and handlines in an 

embodied process to generate knowledge (Anderson et al. 2013, 193). 

Anderson et al. emphasize the point that there is an epistemological issue of how we define 

nature. Scientific categories do not equal the world itself, but they are tied to a specific way of 

generating knowledge about the world. In this sense, the standardization and possibility to 

reproduce knowledge is what the scientific method of knowledge production enables us to do. 

However, this does not mean that other ways of knowing, which are neither standardized nor 

reproducible, do not have the legitimacy to inform the management of fisheries. The problem 

in today’s fisheries management in Cape Town is that fishers who rely on ways of knowing 

which derive from embodied skills and embodied knowledge – as opposed to scientific 

knowledge – are severely excluded from the formal national conservation conversation. The 

exclusion targets people whose understanding of and relationship to nature differs from the 

scientific one because it prioritizes an objective, categorical and apolitical notion of nature. 

This hierarchy of knowledge can only be legitimized if we take the scientific way of 

understanding nature as unquestionably given. As a consequence, we deny humans other 

ways of relating to nature. The prioritization of scientific over other kinds of knowledge 

production is yet another manifestation of the nature/culture divide which shapes human-non 

human as well as human-human relationships. 

If we look at one example of regional development in Cape Town, we see how exclusionary 

processes in this network of actors do not only happen though the dominance of scientific 

over embodied knowledge, but also in a societal prioritization of the technical over the 

political. Water management consultancies, like the private company Umvoto, are contracted 

by the government to help implement the National Environmental Management Act. Their 

expertise is the provision of geoinformatics and remote sensing data, following the quality 

management system which is in line with International Organization of Standardization (ISO 

9001). However, not only geologists, hydrologists and engineers are concerned with the 

management of resources. Social scientists, like Lesley Green from the University of Cape 

Town, make the case that those policies that inform the management of the commons have to 

take the social science perspective seriously.  

If we take the example of the Philippi Horticultural Area in the Cape Flats (PHA) – that is 

discussed further in Chapter 3 – we can see how the social domain that currently seems to 

influence the management of that area the most, is dictated by neoliberal standards that aim at 

an increasing profit for real estate. Green argues that in order to propose an acceptable 
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consultancy that is aiming at developing the highly contested Philippi Horticultural Area, we 

have to take more than just property rights into account, especially when looking at the social 

implication of regional development. Green states that the kind of social science which 

informs development plans for the PHA at the moment is faulty. “Getting opinions from 

stakeholders is not adequate to provide the democratic task of framing leadership in this 

situation” (Green 2017). Hence, more statements and opinions of affected people are needed 

in order to gain a holistic understanding of the local conditions. 

La  la  mith (2004) argues similarly in her study about the corporatization of the service 

delivery model in Cape Town. If the issue of resource management relies mainly on data 

provided within the realm of natural science, power structures and the subaltern perspective 

will remain concealed. Looking at the city’s water management, Smith finds that engineers 

are the key agents in the promotion of cost-recovery policies following the task of making 

service delivery more “efficient”. These are highly skilled professionals considering the 

technical side of production processes. However, Smith sees a lack of social training 

necessary in dealing with the politics of distribution. This lack of social training then 

translates to a neglect of marginalized communities through delivery services. According to 

Smith (2004, 375) “[…] the prominence of the neoliberal agenda in urban management can in 

part be attributed to the power of the technical over the political as engineers displace 

politicians in the deliberation over how to deliver services to poor areas of the city.” After 

apartheid ended, the long history of mismanagement and lack of infrastructure prevalent in 

the racially segregated spaces of Cape Town had to be tackled. The task of ensuring a fair 

distribution of services now had to be extended to a much greater number of South Africans 

compared to the wealthy, white minority during apartheid. The Redistribution and 

Development Programme (RDP) that was put in place in 1994 set a main focus on building 

citizenship through public participation in the decision-making of service delivery (Smith 

2004, 383). To cope with an increasing bureaucracy whilst the municipal budget was 

decreasing, the expanded constitutional responsibilities of local governments were 

increasingly handed over to the private sector.  mith (2004, 383) states: “[…] the rise of 

defaulting local authorities due to the inefficiencies of the apartheid bureaucracy […] 

catalyzed a trend of water privatization initiatives across the country”. 

Even though the water management following a neoliberal agenda can be argued to be a race 

blind technical solution which covers service delivery for all residents of Cape Town, 
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regardless of their racial category or social status during apartheid, discriminatory 

mechanisms are still at work.  

To unpack this claim, Smith introduced the example of the post-apartheid water pricing 

strategy, following a neoliberal commercialization of water works in a way which granted 6 kl 

of water per household and month for free. This is in accordance with the institutionally 

enshrined right to free water for South Africans. To cross-subsidize the first 6 kl of free water, 

there is a substantial burden of a price increase for the high-end users, meaning households 

consuming more than 60 kl per month. Smith compared the price increase for low-end and 

high-end users between 1997 and 2002 and found that the prices for high-end users escalated 

in those years, intending to regulate the consumption of a scarce resource and slowing down 

consumption. From a technical perspective this seems to be an efficient solution, but taking 

into consideration local ground realities, the supposedly pro-poor water management failed to 

redress the discrimination already at work in the Cape Flats. The threshold of the price 

increase for high-end users is set with an estimation of a 50l usage per person per day, granted 

the one tap is used by one nuclear family. This family model is very common in wealthy 

areas. However, it does not consider an extended family household which is prevalent in most 

township areas, where backyard structures are the norm and a number of up to 30 people often 

share one water source and toilet. This is why  mith states that “a uniform approach to the 

commodification of water through measurement and pricing may promote conservation, but 

moves away from the consideration of access to water as basic human right, regardless of 

ability to pay” (Smith 2004, 386). 

What  mith’s example shows is that when we speak about the conservation and management 

of natural resources, we immediately imply normative assumptions like the one of a nuclear 

family, which in reality might only represent a specific part of society. These assumptions, as 

inconspicuous as they might seem, play an important role in the management of nature and 

resources and are inherent in the knowledge of experts who consult the management. If 

experts themselves favor a nuclear family model or are unfamiliar with the realities prevalent 

in the areas which are affected by their consultancy, it can have harmful consequences, 

intended or not. Green’s claim of taking seriously a sound social science perspective in this 

case would have helped the local government to gain a better understanding of the everyday 

realities in post-apartheid townships. This would have favored a water management scheme 

which does not discriminate groups of people who live in different family models. 
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Bearing in mind how highly we value knowledge and information today, it is important not to 

lose sight of how we were able to produce knowledge. Writers such as Manuel Castells (2011) 

pushed forward our understanding of today’s social reality as an information society. In his 

book “The Rise of the Network  ociety” he makes the point that as a decisive trait of 

modernity we are constantly surrounded by information consisting of data, facts, opinions, 

ideas and analysis. This works as a driver for economic and social development, which 

ultimately is visible as economic growth. Green argues that the urge to sophisticate our 

knowledge in order to develop further is satisfied with the pursuit of only a certain kind of 

knowledge while disposing the kinds of knowledge that keep us from progressing. This 

limited understanding of knowledge has consequences not only in how we choose our experts 

or treat actors involved in fisheries management as stated above, but also in how we interact 

with nature in general. This is why Green wants to highlight the role of the University as a 

place of knowledge production in this new phase of modernity. With its scientific authority 

the University plays a vital role for the intellectual democracy and needs to be accountable for 

mediating different forms of knowledge instead of the sacralisation of only one way of 

understanding (Green 2013, xii). 

These are thoughts we need to consider if we want to decolonize knowledge. Universities 

must not be seen in a position beyond scrutiny. The ideology of white supremacy was 

reflected in scientific work during apartheid, just as, for example, the University of Freiburg 

succumbed to the Nazi project directed by the German philosopher and principal of the 

University Martin Heidegger (Green 2013, xiiv). The University of Cape Town as key actor 

in knowledge production stands on land appropriated and donated to the university by the 

infamous colonizer Cecil Rhodes. The institution’s involvement in the colonial and apartheid 

history of Cape Town led to a public debate about the overdue decolonization process in 

academia. However, history which seems radical and extremist today might have been 

perceived normal years ago. Seemingly benign concepts such as patriotism or theories of 

social progress can condition the university’s role in society. It is therefore important to pay 

close attention to exclusionary processes in science, the accessibility of the produced 

knowledge commons and the welcoming or suspicious messages it might send to different 

groups of people (Green 2013, xiv). 
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As we have seen in the previous chapter, the understanding of nature and society as two 

different and separate realms can have dangerous implications. Most relevant for my thesis 

are especially two incidents in which the strong dualism of nature and society is manifested: 

on the one hand in the management of nature conservation and on the other hand in academia 

as a place of knowledge production. This dualism also translates into the organization of 

political apparatuses which organize their departments according to either natural or social 

issues. The same is true for university structures where disciplinary boundaries separate 

natural sciences from social sciences since they follow different paradigms when it comes to 

principles of truth and research.  

With the ever more pressing issues of climate change however, we find ourselves in a tricky 

situation when it comes to separating social from natural matters and finding the respective 

experts with their specialist knowledge is difficult. We can see in several instances that the 

role of experts has expanded from biologists, geographers and other typical environmentalist 

to the realm of social sciences when it comes to issues of resources like land and water. This 

urges us to come up with interdisciplinary ways of working and opening up disciplinary 

boundaries to new scientific methods while still conducting scientifically sound research. 

After all, overcoming a binary of the social and the natural does not mean to put both 

categories at an equal hierarchical level and taking into account both perspectives. 

Overcoming binaries means to look at a specific process in a comprehensive way and 

exchange a categorical perspective with a relational one. Otherwise we run the risk of 

perpetuating flawed categories which cut out whatever does not fit neatly into either box.  

To unpack this relational versus categorical way of understanding space I refer to the field of 

human geography, where Benno Werlen (1993) most prominently urges us to include theories 

of action and the relation of actors with each other and with space into spatial analyses. 

Harald Bathelt and Johannes Glückler (2003) as well as Jeffrey Boggs and Norms Rantisi 

(2003) elaborated the relational space concept further in economic geography. Their work 

builds on the conceptual transition which geography as a discipline underwent in the end of 

the last century. Up until then, space was predominantly understood as a more or less static 

container. As a consequence, space was theorized independently form economic action and 

the only link between space and economy was seen in that the former determines and confines 

the latter (Bathelt and Glückler 2003, 123). Today’s conception of space put forward by 

relational economic geography however, is that “regions are socially constructed entities, 
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dependent on the particular economic, social, cultural, and political settings and realities 

under which people in firms and other organizations act and interact” (Maskell 2001 in 

Bathelt and Glückler 2003, 121). 

A relational conception of space within economic geography highlights the relationship 

between space and economic action, because the economic and the social are fundamentally 

intertwined. “They are dimensions of the same empirical reality which should be studied in a 

dialogue of perspectives rather than in mutual exclusion and reductionist prioritization” (Stark 

2000 in Bathelt and Glückler 2003, 118). I suggest using the same relational space concept to 

analyze nature reserves. This will allow me to define space through the objects and processes 

located in this space by looking at how they relate and define each other. This way we can 

avoid positively defining entities in a certain space by categorizing them either as spatial 

infrastructure, economy or in my case as nature or society.  

Looking at nature conservation as a set of relations between actors and objects offers to 

analyze space though a specific kind of relationship. In this thesis I want to analyze a nature 

space through the concept of participation. I choose this kind of relation between actors and 

objects not only due to its numerous citations in environmental and developmental discourses, 

but also because of its relevance in the specific context of South Africa where my case study 

is located. Participation is one of the mechanisms mentioned in the South African post-

apartheid constitution, which aims at redressing historical imbalances due to racial 

discrimination. The relevance of participation in the nature reserve where I was doing my 

field work will be elaborated in the following section about participation.  

Building on the literature of the previously cited authors, this thesis analyzes a particular 

nature reserve through the framework of relational geography with a special focus on 

participation as one type of relation. This approach implies defining spaces, actors and objects 

through their relations with each other as opposed to a categorical distinction which would 

reproduce a divide between what we call social or natural. Analyzing the case of nature 

reserves managed by the City of Cape Town makes this work an urban and political issue. It 

highlights the fact that urban nature as we know it from nature reserves and city parks is 

always called in existence by human decisions through management, bound to financial 

possibilities, political considerations and other processes happening in the city. Raymond 

Williams (1980, 78) stated that “[the Natural landscape] is the product of human design and 

human labour, and in admiring it as natural it matters very much whether we suppress that 

fact of labour or acknowledge it”. 
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In treating nature conservation in Cape Town as an urban matter we acknowledge the human 

influence and effort of design and labor behind nature which makes us able to critically reflect 

what otherwise seemed incontestable.  

While South African apartheid formally ended in 1994, inequality is still part of the everyday 

experience for the majority of Cape Town residents. With an estimated population of a little 

over 4 million inhabitants in Cape Town in 2019 (Western Cape Government 2017), about 

400 000 residents live in Khayelitsha, one of the fastest growing township of South Africa. 

The challenges for residents of urbanized areas like this are a very high population density, 

health issues, safety, environmental problems as well as drug-related crime and poverty. 

Townships established during Apartheid to relocate the Non-white population are up to today 

dealing with the aftermath of racial and spatial segregation and discrimination (Ngxiza 2011, 

185 ff.). 

In order to redress historical imbalances of colonialism and apartheid, a number of policies 

have been introduced. A transition to post-apartheid does not only require addressing service 

delivery issues like water management, transport or housing issues but also improving the 

political representation of historically discriminated groups of people
2
. Concepts such as 

participation and empowerment play an important role here and are even enshrined in the 

South African constitution of 1994 and the National Environmental Management Act of 1998. 

Even though there are some suggestions of how participation in environmental management 

could be realized, the concrete implementation of participation processes is either rarely 

defined or only vaguely assessable. These policies are meant to oppose the discriminating 

effects of colonial and apartheid legislation which silenced an oppressed majority through a 

vast lack of political representation. The remediation of historic inequalities through 

participatory processes and empowerment strategies however is highly contested. Faranak 

Miraftab (2012, 24) goes as far as arguing that the urban governance which was pursued in 

Cape Town’s colonial past has a common goal with today’s post-apartheid policies: the 

creation of an elitist exclusionary urbanism. In today’s age of neoliberalism, Miraftab sees 

one of the most important characteristics of urban government in its illusive notion of 

participation and inclusiveness.  

                                                 

2
 see Miraftab 2012 
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In the 1960s Paulo Freire’s “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” coined the understanding of 

participatory methodology as empowering tool for activists to join the grassroots and work 

with the poor. The revolutionary demand for social change was anticipated through the 

promotion of the participation of the poor in understanding and addressing their own 

problems. In today’s development and government agencies however, empowerment and 

participatory methodology have been turned into development projects which are “bestowed 

by experts on the disadvantaged communities” (Miraftab 2004, 4).  

The promotion of empowerment and participation which is seen for example in development 

projects by the World Bank has been criticized heavily. Kothari (2001) highlights that the 

focus on empowerment and participation is often flawed because it turns a blind eye on a 

more complex network of power. Empowerment fosters an individual sense of worth and 

esteem but it also creates the illusion that power can be boosted or located “here or there”. 

This means that the problem of structural oppression is turned into an individualized and 

depoliticized issue which fails to challenge the status quo. Kothari refers to French 

philosopher Michel Foucault when she emphasizes “that power is never localized here or 

there […]. Power is employed and exercised through a net-like organization” (Foucault 1980, 

98). If we focus on the personal and the local as the site of empowerment, “participatory 

development approaches minimize the importance of other places where power is located – 

i.e. the state, global capitalism, patriarchy or racism” (Cooke and Kothari 2001, 12 in  

Miraftab 2012). 

The questionable use of empowerment and participation as empty buzzwords is also discussed 

by Cornwall and Brock (2005) who bear in mind that the question of power requires a large 

scale perspective in times of globalization. The authors take a close look at the three terms 

‘poverty reduction’, ‘participation’ and ‘empowerment’ which are used in the Poverty 

Reduction Strategy Papers of the Word Bank and the IMF as well as in the Millennium 

Development Goals of the UN. International global players seem to have agreed on these 

terms, which spread a positive and persuasive promise of development work. However, 

according to Cornwall and Brock what these words actually do is creating a consensus 

narrative for developmental work to justify the purpose of its main institutions instead of 

actually having an impact on ground realities, let alone changing global power structures. 

The authors state that the use of buzzwords creates an overly positive we-can-do-it boost 

which legitimizes centralist interventions of the development institutions. They are fuzzy and 

carry multiple meanings. It is very difficult to disagree with benevolent sounding words like 
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‘participation’ which turns them into easy tools to establish moral authority. Drawing on 

Antonio Gramsci’s use of the term hegemony, Cornwall and Brock argue that the broad-based 

appeal of participation even makes this concept hegemonic because the acceptance of these 

concepts within developmental work is unquestioned as they rely on an emotional rather than 

a rational argumentation. “The utopias that are shored up by development myths and bolstered 

by buzzwords” they argue “are profoundly ideological constructions.” The basis of these 

constructions and this positivity however, consists more of emotions than of arguments, the 

authors conclude (Cornwall and Brock 2005, 1055 ff.). 

Architect Markus Miessen also voices skepticism about participation as a path towards 

democracy. In his book “Nightmare of Participation” he wants to uncover what he perceives 

as the “innocence of participation” in politics. He advocates a rather blunt concern about 

everyone being involved in political decisions without the necessary understanding, 

commitment and accountability (Miessen 2010, 16 ff.). In his interview with political scientist 

Chantal Mouffe he also highlights the importance of a conflict-oriented process of consensus 

building, which allows the imagination of real alternatives to the status quo. In their 

discussion about participation as alternative space-praxis they agree that confrontational 

consent is our best hope for democracy. On the base of this kind of consent has to be an 

agreement of a set of ethical-political principles. Starting form this common point of 

departure, different interpretations of these shared principles - such as freedom or equality – 

can then be negotiated, which is where the confrontational aspect of participation comes in 

(Miessen 2010, 91 ff.). Mouffe stresses the importance of such different interpretations and 

perspectives which allows an adversarial kind of participation. She states that  

Today’s neoliberal hegemony tries to convince us that the things can only be as 

they are right now. Luckily, that is not true. All sorts of productive 

engagements to disturb the consent are important in order to make visible 

whatever the consent tried to push aside (Mouffe, in Miessen 2010, 99).  

The fact that speakers in the World Economic Forum in Davos took up the vocabulary of 

originally radical grassroot movements who rallied against the so called Establishment can be 

seen as a way in which critical concepts like participation turn into tools of an appeasing 

strategy to calm down uncomfortable voices (Miessen 2010, 101). 

In the above mentioned literature about participation we saw a concern about the blurring 

lines between a hegemonic and a consensual decision process in politics. This has become 

evident by pointing out the fact that consent within a group of people always happens in a 
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context of power relations, where some voices are louder, more important, easier to 

understand or have more (economic, cultural, social) weight than the ones that are being 

persuaded or appeased. Yet, we know that the reality of discrimination, segregation and 

exclusion when it comes to questions about land use and access to nature is a political 

struggle for many people. To abandon participation and grassroot actions as a strategy which 

aims at giving power back to silenced voices in the way Paulo Freire (1996) suggested, would 

be premature. 

I build on the premise that there is a need of decolonizing knowledge as well as overcoming a 

nature/culture divide in order for nature conservation not to perpetuate arbitrary power 

structures and discrimination. To see this we just need to reconsider some of the above 

mentioned examples like the mismanagement of water in Cape Town, the underrepresentation 

of non-white people in environmental discourse, the criminalization of indigenous people for 

their small-scale impact which is perceived as deriving from an “inappropriate use of nature” 

or the orientation towards technical solutions in climate change and nature management 

instead of a broader social understanding. What these examples of discrimination all have in 

common is that they assume, in the soft cases, or enforce, in the worst cases, universal rules 

and solutions for every one without recognizing that these rules and solutions are precisely 

fitted for only a certain part of society while the broad and diverse possibilities of different 

human experiences is being denied. It leads to an exclusion of people from spaces, from 

conversations, from land, from economic opportunities and from access to resources. As a 

way out of an imbalanced power relation one simple measure is to include more voices so to 

hear about different experiences and lived realities. On this basis an open discussion can take 

place where ideally everyone can speak for themselves and decisions are made only by 

considering everyone’s point of view. In this thesis, that is what participation means: the 

inclusion and consideration of all the viewpoints of the involved individuals which translates 

into action when it comes to dealing with land questions and relationships with nature. 

In order to know more about specific applications of participation concepts in nature 

conservation and to understand what participation practically means in the context of the Cape 

Flats, it is time to focus more precisely on our case study. Through the work of nature 

management in Edith Stephens, how does participation work? What can observations and 

lessons learned from Edith Stephens add to the criticism or advice elaborated in the current 

state of research? With the following section we are getting closer to answer the second of our 

four guiding questions which is: How does nature conservation on the basis of the current 
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nature/culture divide look like and what are its spatial and social consequences in the case of 

Cape Town? 

In a city like Cape Town, colonial planning, legacies of apartheid and processes of 

globalization are part of the spatial reality. Carolyn Finney argues that the legacy of colonial 

structures in the United  tates informs an environmental narrative which “denies the complex 

history of various cultural groups whose access to and use of natural resources were mediated 

by policies and laws that limited their possibilities” (Finney 2014, 25). These environmental 

narratives lack the “historical lineage of pain and prejudice experienced by African 

Americans” which obscures their exclusion in the environmental debate and the racialization 

of nature spaces (Finney 2014, 31). Similarly, spatial planning in South Africa and the 

systematic discrimination of non-whites during colonial times and apartheid has left its traces 

in the environmental discussion in Cape Town. To get a sense of the local environmental 

discussion this section elaborates the historical context of nature conservation in Cape Town, 

where our case study is located and more specifically the history of Edith Stephens Wetland 

Park in the Cape Flats. 

Common perceptions of Cape Town as a city are painfully aware of its 300 year long history 

of colonialism, slavery, segregation and apartheid social engineering. This injustice cannot be 

corrected by a relatively short time of democracy. Out of a feeling of frustration and pain 

about undeniable racism and xenophobia, the image of Cape Town as not being an African 

city, or as mimicking European spaces, and even copying the image of other African cities is 

widely held (Field, Meyer, and Swanson 2007, vii). The tourist sector which grew 

considerably after the ending of international sanctions in 1994 presents Cape Town to First 

World tourists as “Gateway to Africa”. Meanwhile many African immigrants live in uncertain 

conditions, pressured by their undocumented or temporary legal status and by xenophobic 

mindsets. From a European perspective which knows Cape Town primarily form a touristic 

narrative it is the breathtaking views of Table Mountain and the sea, which represent the 

natural and tranquil beauty of the place. For centuries, the west framed Cape Town as a place 

of arrival, interaction and departure of travelers who exchanged goods and peoples across the 

Atlantic Ocean between Europe and the Americas. In the east Cape Town was a trading hub 

connecting India, Malaysia and Australasia. The city really became a “halfway station” 

between east and west. The Dutch colonial settlement was established in 1652 and replaced 
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by English colonial occupation by1806. From the first European settlement on, local Khoi and 

San inhabitants were brutally displaced and pushed back into the inland (Field, Meyer, and 

Swanson 2007, 4). In 1910 the South African Union established a new British dominion 

which was vested in a government elected by parliament. This Union consisted of the four 

self-governing colonies of South Africa which were the Cape, Natal, Transvaal and the 

Orange Free State. The parliament was mostly in control of the White Afrikaans or British 

population. In the Cape Province and Natal political rights were tied to property and income 

qualification. This color-blind categorization allowed for people who were classified by 

census as Coloured to gain at least some political influence, especially in the Cape Province. 

In the Orange Free State and Transvaal parliament however, it was impossible for non-Whites 

to represent themselves politically due to legal restriction according to racial classification 

(Christopher 1988, 151& Christopher 2002, 27). 

One of the movements against the racial imbalances of property rights and land uses in the 

beginning of the last century was the Native Farmers Association (NFA) which was launched 

in 1918. What started out as a meeting of African farmers in the Middledrift area of the 

Eastern Cape became an association who supports its members to improve their agricultural 

productivity and socio-economic situation, and offered trainings and knowledge about 

farming methods. The work of the association was highly political because in order for the 

Black farmers to have an impact on the environmental discussion and the socio-economic 

aspects with their upliftment program, the association needed to put pressure on the 

government. The fight against the discriminatory land legislation was the main focus of the 

group. In letters to the government and newspapers the NFA criticized that especially the 

Land Act and Land Bank loans denied Africans access to land which turned them into a 

“nation of landless servants” (Khan 1994, 506 f.) The association called attention to the 

connection between poverty, denied land use and environmental issues like land degradation 

due to limited access to agricultural education and tools. While the narrative from the 

government and public opinion during that time supported the image of the poverty of Black 

farmers due to “backwardness” and “primitive” farming methods, the campaign of the NFA 

shed light on the racial prejudice inherent in the administration of farming land which put the 

Black farmers in this position, impelling them to propel soil degradation and overstocking 

(Khan 1994, 509). 

Bearing in mind its own limitations and the hard political conditions of the time, the work of 

the NFA can be seen as a pioneer for a holistic environmental ideology which was political 
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responsive at a grassroots level. It integrated social, economic, political and environmental 

perspectives into a previously wildlife-centered preservationist conservation narrative which 

knew no ways of social-responsiveness or the needs and perceptions of black people. During 

the time of its most active period between 1918 and mid-1940s the NFA was a catalyst for the 

formation of likeminded organizations in the Ciskei, Transkei, and Eastern Transvaal area 

(Khan 1994, 516). 

The legacy and still active processes of alienation between non-White people and land has 

been problematized by research participants during my field work as well. In the 

environmental sector the engagement and enthusiasm for environmental matters is perceived 

as directly tied to the historically shaped relationship between land and different categories of 

races. Traumas of expropriations and the denied access to land as well as the more recent 

resettlement programs and evictions happening in South Africa were experienced to be 

alienating. For the affected people a feeling of being powerless in terms of their own living 

conditions are detrimental to the development of care and responsibility towards the 

surrounding environment, the argument went. Not feeling in control of your own conditions 

certainly will make it hard to be convinced of the possibility of your own positive 

contributions towards the environment. This is especially the case when these strategies aim 

at an individualized and market-oriented environmentalism like projects to upgrade your 

garden in terms of biodiversity or buying products which are environmentally friendly. These 

strategies will only speak to the part of the population which first of all feels in control over 

their living conditions and on top of that has the financial capacity and possibly also the social 

pressure to integrate these strategies into their everyday lives. When nature reserves in Cape 

Town and especially in the Cape Flats elaborate programs and plans to promote their mandate 

of nature conservation to the public, they have to include these thoughts according to their 

target audience and the neighborhoods there are situated in. This is also why nature reserves 

operated by the City of Cape Town, even though managed in a centralized way in accordance 

with rules and customs of the government bureaucracy, appear differently depending on 

where exactly in Cape Town they are located in. Even though the legal spatial segregation 

ended with the onset of democracy in 1994, the lived reality in Cape Town is often one that 

reflects the legacy of apartheid logic which forced racial segregation. As a consequence the 

nature reserves spread across Cape Town serve different users, deal with various obstacles 

and know different working conditions depending on their surrounding environment. 
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During Apartheid from 1948 to 1994 the project of nature conservation in Cape Town was 

mainly limited to the impressive biodiversity of the Cape Peninsula mountain chain 

(Katzschner 2013, 205). The foot of Table Mountain marks the city center where today we 

find the business district, gentrified streets, tourist activities and a predominantly white 

population (Meyer 2007, 63). The patterns of spatial segregation from apartheid planning, 

which legally restricted the non-white population to the periphery of Cape Town is still 

tangible in the city’s fabric. In the Cape Flats, beyond the periphery of Table Mountain, the 

marginalized residents of Cape Town classified as Black were resettled during Apartheid in 

densely planned townships. The planning of recreational and natural spaces in the Cape Flats 

has been neglected overall as it was the case for proper public services and infrastructure 

(Geschier 2007, 38). Up until today, the people living within the area of the urban sprawl of 

the Cape Flats have to cope with challenges which partly reflect the problematic logics of 

colonial and apartheid planning. 

The ambitious endeavor of doing nature conservation in a highly contested context like this is 

what makes our case study Edith Stephens Wetland Park fascinating. Bearing in mind the 

history and ground realities mentioned above, nature elements such as dunes, bushes and 

trees, which we normally perceive as perfectly natural and neutral elements in a South African 

Nature Reserve turn into potential hiding places for weapons, undetected crime scenes, 

dumping grounds for illegal waste disposal and sleeping places for the homeless. Depending 

on where in the city the nature reserve is located, which user group the park tries to satisfy 

and the personal background and attitude of the site manager, the precarious realities which 

evoke these criminalized actions are dealt with differently. They can be declared inappropriate 

and policed, sometimes violently. They can also be seen as only one of many parts within a 

network of associations of humans and non-humans, to use Latour’s words, which the 

management of the park needs to consider if they want conserve nature which reflects the 

specific relation between humans and their land. The latter is the approach which made it 

possible for Edith Stephens to be part of a network where violence and safety are omnipresent 

factors to be aware of. An adjective which has been used frequently during my stay to 

describe communities, spaces and family backgrounds is fragmented. The tension which 

fragmentation creates is tangible in how the park is managed because it influences how people 

perceive natural spaces and how they relate to it. I see the word fragmentation as an indicator 

to how nature spaces are perceived by people who identify themselves strongly with racial 

categories. It is a feeling of disconnections and clear boundaries between spaces, communities 

and people, which can be understood when looking at the respective spatial concentration of 
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Black, Asian, Coloured and White people
3
 and the distribution of land which is claimed to be 

biologically valuable.  

 

 

  

                                                 

3
 These are racial categories that were constructed by apartheid rule and legally imposed on the South African 

population in order to control and degrade a black majority. Crucial for this legal regulation of people was the 

Population Registration Act (No. 30 of 1950) which legally classified every South African according to race. 

This made it possible to impose further Acts to separate these groups of people by strict spatial segregation 

(Group Area Act No. 41 of 1950 and Bantu Authorities Act No. 68 of 1951) and by education (Bantu Education 

Act No. 47 of 1953), to mention only some examples (Field, Meyer, and Swanson 2007, 209). With the downfall 

of apartheid, these Acts were invalidated. However, almost 50 years of apartheid defined not only legal 

restrictions but also ingrained this logic of classification and separation into the minds of people. This is why 

today these categories are still often referred to when talking about self-identification and cultural differences. 

Also scholars and officials still refer to these categories in policies and statistics in order to be able to address 

historical imbalances and discrimination which are still experienced today. 

Map 1 This map shows that spaces which the City of Cape Town marks as places of natural 

vegetation are areas where we see a concentration of predominantly White inhabitants. The space 

within the boundary of the Cape Flats is a space of major concentration of Coloured and Black 

groups of people, which does not overlap significantly with natural spaces. This has also to do 

with the fact that these areas are generally much more densely inhabited than the blue marked 

spaces. Areas which are not marked as populated by any of the racial groups are either rather 

mixed or very sparsely inhabited.  
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The original research component of this thesis relies on a 10 weeks long period of fieldwork 

as a volunteer in the Nature Reserve of Edith Stephens in Cape Town. As a qualitative and 

empirical method of data gathering, my fieldwork consisted of participant observation, nine 

interviews and multiple informal conversations with different people who are involved in 

nature conservation and land use in Philippi. Such ethnographically informed field research is 

characterized by the physical proximity of the researcher and relies to a significant extent on 

the cooperation and trust of the researched group of people towards the researcher, who has to 

reflect and re-evaluate his position regularly in order to understand the reaction of the people 

she or he is engaging with. The field which is being researched is a network of interactions 

constructed by the researcher and the researched group of people. The way in which the 

researcher enters and leaves the field influences the field itself and needs to be reflected. 

Entering a field always means situating oneself within power relations and urges the 

researcher to reflect her or his social status (Oehme-Jüngling et al. 2014, 69 ff.).  

In my case, the status as an international volunteer and researcher is characterized by the 

privileged position I hold and represent, for example, due to the possibility of traveling there 

and leaving the field after a specific period of time. The relatively short amount of time spent 

there, compared to all the other workers, has to be taken into account as well because it is a 

relevant factor that adds to my position as outsider. The supposed scientific authority as well 

as the social, cultural and economic capital I bring into the field influences the ways in which 

I engage with people I meet, which I need to bear in mind when interpreting reactions and 

conversations (Oehme-Jüngling et al. 2014, 69). The effect I have on the research participants 

could be seen in the reluctance of some people to speak and open up to me, while at the same 

time other participants of the field were eager to tell me about their experiences and expertise. 

The various ways in which I have been perceived and become familiar with the people I met 

directly influenced the information and experiences I made while observing and participating, 

all of which needs to be taken into account when interpreting the data. 

I chose doing fieldwork because it can be used to research agency, sensemaking and tacit 

knowledge of the research partners (Oehme-Jüngling et al. 2014, 73). Since this type of data 

gathering relies strongly on “gut instinct” and embodied senses (Bischoff 2014, 73), it allows 

detecting and dealing with knowledge that is not easily put into preconceived categories but 
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might discover new patterns and surprising concepts which emerge from the data. This is 

useful because I am interested in knowledge that does not reproduce a nature/culture divide 

but offers alternative ways of understanding human and non-human relations, which will need 

a vocabulary I was not yet familiar with. 

I use thematic analysis to understand the patterns of meaning and themes that emerge from 

my interviews, field observations and official documents about participation in nature 

conservation. Following the guidelines of Braun and Clarke (2006: 17 ff.) for thematic 

analysis, I generated the first list of codes after re-reading and familiarizing myself with the 

whole data corpus. Even though this coding is grounded in the data itself, the codes are to 

some extent also theory-driven because the relevancy and visible patterns are only seen 

through me as an analyst whose gaze is conditioned mainly by the theoretical part of my 

thesis and the research questions I work on. The two following questions guided the analysis 

of my field notes: 

 How does participation in nature conservation work?  

 How does participation create a relational space?  

With these questions in mind I came up with a first list of codes, which I then revised and 

worked into a second, more abstracted and condensed list of codes, as depicted here:  

 

Figure 1 Revised list of codes which emerged from the data 
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As a next step, I abstracted the listed codes further to build overarching themes. After the first 

query of themes was concluded, they needed to be reviewed. In that phase, I inspected what 

themes were too diverse or not supported by enough data to hold on to. On this second look, 

depending on how satisfactory the extracts of the data making up the themes, they were 

combined, refined, separated or discharged. Two criteria have been especially useful to 

review the themes: internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity. While the data within 

themes should follow a clear red thread, there should also be an identifiable contrast to the 

other themes (Braun and Clarke 2006, 20). This process led to the following themes which 

reflect my experiences and findings during the fieldwork: 

 

 

The last step of the analysis, which will be presented in the following chapter, is then to 

identify which aspect of the gathered data each of the themes captures and what about these 

aspects is important (Braun and Clarke 2006, 22). This means reflecting how every theme was 

composed out of the codes, which themselves derive directly from the field notes. Reflecting 

Figure 2 The guiding questions in the center led to a list of codes that was reworked into the light 

blue bubbles. I grouped them in such a way that they could be condensed to four themes: 

limitations of the institutional context, negotiations, coping with danger and knowing insiders & 

outsiders. 
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this process will help me elaborate what it actually means for participation at Edith Stephens 

to work around limitations of the institutional context, negotiations, coping with danger and 

knowing insiders and outsiders.  
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Looking at its outstanding botany and geomorphology, the metropolitan area of Cape Town 

can be divided into the Cape Peninsula mountain chain and the Cape Flats. The whole 

metropolitan area forms the biggest part of the Cape Floral Kingdom. It is the smallest of the 

world’s six floral kingdoms and defined as a major center of diversity and endemism. The 

mountain chain with its 2’585 plant species within 471 km
2 

consists of mainly steep and 

rugged terrain and is rather untransformed by urbanization. While 73% of the mountains 

surface is statutory protected area, its lower slopes are mostly inhabited by the city’s wealthy 

population. The Cape Flats in contrast is a sandy low-land area, which is home to the 

impoverished majority of Cape Town’s residents. It is also a habitat to 1’466 plant species 

within its 1’874 km
2 

reach and counts 76 local endemics as well as 131 Red Data Book plants. 

(Privett, Heydenrych, and Cowling 2002, 90)  

 

Map 2 Location of Edith Stephens in Philippi 
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ThemESWP is an urban nature reserve in the Cape Flats which is 27 ha in extent. The piece of 

land is framed in the north by Lansdowne Road, in the south by Vanguard Drive and in the 

west by Duinefontein/Weltevreden Road (Isaacs 2011, 4). In the east of the reserve we find an 

industrial zone with a concrete building company, a sandblasting service and a builders’ 

merchant business. Right next to this industrial zone there is the informal settlement of 

Philippi called Sweet Home Farm. This area is a formerly vacant agricultural land and used as 

an illegal refuse dumping site by the surrounding farmers and industries. Due to a severe 

housing backlog in Cape Town, first informal settlements were built on the land in the early 

1990. These settlements grew rapidly into an area of 23 ha of shack structures and today 

houses approximately 17 000 individuals. In an interview the manager of Edith Stephens 

explains that residents of Sweet Home Farm have a conflicted relationship with the police 

partly due to a long history of evictions and protests, as it is the case for so many areas in the 

Cape Flats. These days, the team of Edith Stephens fulfills an important role when it comes to 

negotiations between the conflicted parties. Sweet Home Farm is part of an incremental 

informal settlement upgrading project, which put an emphasis on participatory, bottom up 

community building in order to improve the generally bad housing and living conditions 

(Malan H. et al. 2017). 

Other neighboring communities of the reserve starting from North West to North East are 

Hanover Park, Manenberg, which both are historically Coloured neighborhoods and 

Gugulethu, a historically African neighborhood. It is an area which is “most in need of 

Figure 3 This is the pathway leading out of Edith  tephens, through the “Bush Toilet” to 

Sweet Home Farm. 
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regeneration, economic development and the provision of services, adequate housing and 

effective transport systems” (Isaacs 2011, 21). The land of the park itself belongs to the 

township of Philippi, one of Cape Town’s densest African townships and at the same time the 

regions vegetable basket. North of the Nature Reserve there is the Philippi Horticultural Area 

(PHA), which is the most important land for local food production with a agricultural history 

dating back to the 1800s (Battersby and Haysom 2011).  

According to Battersby et al. (2011) the area and its importance for the local food production 

is generally misrepresented in the literature, since conflicting rationalities perceive the land 

according to different priorities. On the one hand, pressure from the industry is increasing to 

rezone the agricultural land and make it available for developers to capitalize it as an urban 

built environment. On the other hand, Battersby highlights that the area is highly valued for its 

cultural, social and ecological purposes by the local population of the Cape Flats. In addition 

to these land uses, the undeveloped area of the PHA and the securing of its healthy soils play 

an important role in supporting an ecological system which provides lifesaving services for 

people, animals and plants. This open land is one of the few remaining spaces in the Cape 

Flats where soil can absorb water which then feeds the Cape Aquifer. The care for this aquifer 

is an important part of the ecological flow in the Cape Flats and must be considered when 

talking about a sustainable development of the area which cares for the people whose 

livelihoods are deeply connected with the natural environment (Green 2007). Battersby et 

al.’s findings indicate that the value of this land with its multiple land uses is often mislead by 

a general discourse dominated by city officials, who frame the area as degraded by the 

management of “disgruntled farmers who are simply waiting for the best price for their land 

before selling” (Battersby and Haysom 2011, 5). However, it is important to note that the land 

plays a crucial part in the general food security within the neighboring settlements and 

provides estimated job opportunities for 3’700 people in the horticultural production alone, 

most of them women. The neighboring communities where the staff of these farms often 

comes from are Crossroads, Phillipi, Browns Farm, Samora Machel and to a lesser extent 

Grassy Park, Nyanga, Langa and Gugulethu (Battersby and Haysom 2011, 10 ff.). 
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Figure 4 typical fields in the Philippi Horticultural Area 

If we have a look at the land uses south of the Nature Reserve between the two neighborhoods 

of Manenberg and Hannover Park, we find heavy industrial development. Since 2001 there is 

a plastic fabrication company, a brick manufactory plant, several car workshops and also a 

waste management site which spreads over 50’000 m
2
 of land. What makes up an even bigger 

part of the industrial zone between Manenberg and Hannover Park however is Consol 

Industrial Minerals (CIM), a sand mining company which has been operating for more than 

50 years and supplies mainly the glass industry but also various smaller users of silica sand. 

The plant takes up nearly 1 km
2
 and the site has been growing since sand mining is an 

important business for the growing construction industry in South Africa.  

During my stay I learned from several people that the pond in Edith Stephens used to be an 

extraction site for Console who bought this as a sand dune in the 70s. Since the land was 

already then considered conservation worthy, the whole created thought the extraction process 

was renaturalized and designed as storm water pond. The birds and plants living there 

however are not typical for that environment, since Edith Stephens is naturally a seasonal 

wetland while nowadays we see a lot of birds like Sacred Ibis and water plants in and around 

the pond. 
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In the 1990s, the heritage site of Edith Stephens Wetland Park was established as a nature 

reserve as a consequence of an extensive public participation process (Isaacs 2011, 21). It was 

finally in June 2000 when the city bought the surrounding conservation-worthy land, which 

the municipality identified as a key open space in the spatial plan called the Wetton-

Lansdowne-Philippi corridor. This land is inhabited by highly threatened vegetation which 

represents a transition from Cape Dune Strandveld to Cape Flats Sand Fynbos. With this 

expansion in 2000, the park reached its current size and got the official name of Edith 

Stephens Nature Reserve (Isaacs 2011, 9). With its expansion and official status as Nature 

Reserve which is part of the City of Cape Town and its Biodiversity Management Branch, the 

construction and restoration of the park was initiated. Considering the social context of the 

park, an awareness program of the reserve was developed which takes into account the target 

audience as well as the circumstances of the communities who live closest to the nature 

reserve. The district in which Edith Stephens is located has the second highest unemployment 

rate of all districts in Cape Town, a concerning lack of economic activity and a very high 

population density (Isaacs 2011, 21 ff.).  

Even though the primary mission of the reserve as stated in its management plan is “the 

conservation of this unique biodiversity and associated ecosystem features and functions” 

secondary objectives have to be ensured meanwhile. These are the development of a high-

Figure 5 Storm water detention pond in Edith Stephens  
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quality visitor destination with responsible conservation, people and prosperity practices; the 

promotion of sound environmental education principles as well as the conduction of 

projects/activities that promote the integration of the natural and the social environment. A 

major point where the park staff and the surrounding neighborhoods get in contact is through 

the Environmental Education Program (EEP). Most of the city reserves have an officer on site 

who organizes and conducts outings for school classes in the reserve. Due to the vast lack of 

undeveloped and yet clean public spaces in the Cape Flats, for many of the schools who come 

Edith Stephens offers a rare and precious experience for the children where they can play 

safely outdoors and learn about environmental issues in the meantime. 

 

Figure 6 EE officers from other Nature Reserves of the City are meeting at ESWP for a workshop on 

how to teach children about Cycads, an endangered, endemic plant in South Africa. 

Due to the harsh social reality of the district, the government has initiated and implemented 

different poverty alleviation programs and economic development initiatives in the 

surrounding communities. The Edith Stephens Nature Reserve values a sound relationship 

with the neighboring community and has on many occasions joined or has been asked to 

support initiatives from the Social Development or other governmental departments such as 

The Extended Public Work Programme (EPWP) (Isaacs 2011, 22 ff.). 
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In 2002, the Edith Stephens Nature Reserve became part of the Cape Flats Nature project. The 

park was one of four pilot sites of nature conservation, all of which are located in a difficult 

socio-economic context. Cape Flats Nature was a partnership project between the City of 

Cape Town, the South African National Biodiversity Institute, the Table Mountain Fund, and 

the Botanical Society of South Africa. It aimed at building good practice examples in 

sustainable management of the City of Cape Town nature conservation sites while also 

making sure to include surrounding communities form the townships (Pitt and Boulle 2010, 7 

ff.). 

Tanya Layne who was Cape Flats Nature’s first project manager explained the philosophy 

behind the project as follows:  

Our work challenged ‘biodiversity first’, a notion deeply held among traditional nature 

conservators, who saw it as their role to provide voice to biodiversity amid uncaring 

citizens. Cape Flats Nature was instead interested in building a constituency for 

conservation among citizens who understand themselves to be living as part of natural 

systems (Layne 2013, 2). 

Figure 7 One of the community partners of ESWP is mentoring the interested EPWP workers 

about entering possible tertiary education programs after their work period is over at ESWP. 



41 

 

Behind the project was the radical idea of “mainstreaming biodiversity”. The project should 

find a way for ordinary citizens of Cape Town to include their voice in nature conservation 

and bring together a site which is both ecologically and socially fragmented (Layne 2013, 1). 

When the Cape Flats Nature project took off at Edith Stephens in 2002, there was no real 

community activity going on in the park. The natural seasonal wetland was cleared from alien 

vegetation to rehabilitate the parks natural vegetation and there was the storm water detention 

pond with a bird hide built on the site. The developed infrastructure comprised a restored 

farmhouse, intended as an environmental education center and an earth bank constructed from 

dumped rubble (Layne 2013, 4). The core material from this u-shaped bank is waste from the 

construction period of the townships Hanoverpark and Manenberg. During apartheid these 

two townships were built for people classified as Coloured and the soil of Edith Stephens was 

used as dumping site. Today, it forms a lookout over the wetland to the one side and creates 

an open space for outdoor activities on the other side. 

Figure 8 In the foreground is the parking lot for the workers, visitors and teachers who 

join the workshops. Right behind is the square where children can do outdoor activities. 

The square is framed by the u-shaped rubble dump bank. On its top there is a wood 

construction which serves as a lookout over the wetland on the other side of the bank. 
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The Primary Science Program (PSP) is located in the second building on site, which is a 

farmhouse built similarly to the original farm house next to it. The PSP is a non-profit 

organization which offers workshops and support for teachers from disadvantaged 

communities from the Cape Flats. The park also offers their own holiday programs for 

children and is used by the surrounding schools and communities as a space with recreation, 

conservation and education opportunities. There is also an urban agriculture and indigenous 

garden which is open for the community to learn and experiment permaculture principles 

(Privett, Heydenrych, and Cowling 2002, 79). For school excursions there is also a teaching 

path for indigenous flora and fauna and a small playground.  

 

 

Figure 9 This is the old farm house from the back, from where the operational work is 

planned by the management of the park. It is also used as meeting point for people who are 

interested in participating in projects offered by the community partners. 
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Figure 11 Visiting schools using the playground 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12 Gabriella is about to teach the children sitting on the platform how to treat a snake safely. 

Figure 10 Children brainstorming about biodiversity  
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Figure 13 These are the remains of the "bush toilet" after the big fire. 

 

  

Figure 14 Jayden and Patrick are reporting the 

missing lid. They assume that is has been stolen like 

many other metal things, to be resold at the scrap 

yard close by. 

Figure 15 This is a sign of a sleeping place 

underneath Port Jackson Willows in the "bush 

toilet" area. 



45 

 

A frequent task in the nature reserve is to do the foot patrols along the borders of the park. 

This patrol serves the purpose of reporting on changes which happened since the last patrol - 

like a missing lid for the sewage canal in figure 12 – or the sighting of animals.  

During the patrols it is also important to deal with the human interferences in the typical park 

work. For example is there the west end of the park leading to the settlement of SHF which 

the workers call “bush toilet”. A significant about of alien species is growing there, but the 

removal of these plants, mainly Port Jackson Willows, is a delicate topic during election 

times, which was around the time of my field work. The bushes are often used as hiding and 

sleeping places. During the patrols, signs of inappropriate uses like in Figure 13, have to be 

reported and the person in question has to be sent away. The easiest and most radical solution 

for this is the cutting of the bushes, so that it is not possible anymore to hide there. During my 

stay this was not possible because the reaction of the people who would lose their sleeping 

place and the support they would get from other dissatisfied residents close by was expected 

to be so violent, that the clearing of the alien plants could trigger riots and other forms of 

aggression. This concern is so strong, that the management decided to wait until the elections 

campaign was over in order not to give anyone a reason to make political demands. 
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During my fieldwork I was as open about the data I was gathering as possible and treated 

every piece of information dealing with relational spaces and participation as important. In 

this chapter I will introduce the themes that emerged during my analysis and explain why they 

are relevant. Before getting to the core analysis, however, I want to start with a short example 

of how I made sense of my observations from the field and, in doing so give an insight into 

how I navigated through daily experiences. There was one particular reoccurring object that 

caught my attention during my stay because luckily, and in contrast to the Cape Flats reality, 

it has never played a big role in my life up to now. After a first look at my data, I realized that 

many incidents described in my field notes in which fences played a role speak about 

segregated spaces & context sensitivity, obstacles as well as safety issues: 

At both Tygerberg and Bothasig Nature Reserve the fencing looks very different from the one 

on ESWP or Mandela Park. Or the Cape Flats in general. In Tygerberg the fencing doesn’t 

look very strong. It is made of a green wire and looks more like a demarcation than a safety 

measure. Meanwhile the ones in the Flats are mostly concrete palisade fencing, and a lot of 

times only the poles are still left because the rest of the fence has been taken apart to resell it. 

Apparently, in ES there used to be a fence around the whole park, but now there is only green 

wire fencing around the recreational area where there is the infrastructure and the buildings. In 

the wider conservation are there are only the leftover concrete poles. Anathi says that there is 

the plan to redo it again, but this will take time and is very costly. (research notes, 29 March 

2019) 

Whenever there was a discussion about fences, the meaning these objects carried was 

different. They were always a signal to keep people away, but the way they looked changed 

that signal slightly. We can see, for example in Figure 16, quite light fencing that is probably 

not installed with land invasions or violent situations in mind. I saw these types of fences 

especially in the nature reserves of the Northern Suburbs, while the fences commonly used in 

the Cape Flats looked a lot more robust. There I also noticed that a lot of fences are not intact 

anymore, but only show remains of the heavy palisade fencing, as visible in Figure 17, which 

shows the conservation area around Edith Stephens. In some incidents, to renew a fence like 

this was out of question because there the fence itself was seen as something that needed 

protection in order not to be torn apart and re-sold, while the condition of the park on the 

other side of the fence did not seem to ask for a physical barrier to protect it. Hence, there was 

no need and no means available to renew such a fence. The idea of the management behind 

this approach was that the community around the park is a much more effective “fence” to 
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protect the park from inappropriate uses than any physical fence could ever be. A community 

identifying with how the park can be used and appreciating the open space will protect the 

nature reserve much more reliantly than a heavy fence. This is because there is no need to 

abuse the nature reserve, if the appropriate use of the park has been negotiated and through 

participatory processes agreed upon. This line of argument was used in some nature reserves 

which promoted the slogan of “mainstreaming biodiversity” in the Cape Flats. This slogan 

urges us to understand the issue of biodiversity loss as an issue which affects everyone and 

that therefore a discussion about it needs to not only consider expert opinions but especially 

respect the variety of personal, everyday experiences of people living near the nature reserve. 

The slogan stands against the strategy of criminalizing people who break the rules. Instead of 

 

Figure 16 This green wire fence is put up around the recreational area of Edith 

Stephens Nature Reserve. The green wire can also be seen in nature reserves which 

are located in the Northern Suburbs like Tygerberg and Bothasig, where there is not 

a big land invasion issue. 
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changing the status of an actor from legal to illegal, the status of the act itself is negotiated 

and under certain conditions even made legal. Acting according to the slogan “the community 

as the fence of the park” means respecting that the process of how a certain use becomes 

“inappropriate” for a nature reserve must be the starting point of “mainstreaming 

biodiversity”. The discussion around which activities are appropriate for a nature reserve has 

to be one that is “mainstream”, meaning that everyday residents who are affected by what is 

allowed in the reserve and what not, need to be included. 

In other moments, for example in the process of establishing a new nature reserve in 

Symphony Way, the fences and various barriers to keep cars out, were seen as a major first 

step that was necessary to make the changing land use visible for everyone. A lot of effort has 

been put into clearing that zone where the new fence will be placed. At the same time the 

workers got to know the land which from now on will be their working space. This task also 

led them to a shocking experience as an example of why they need the fence not only to 

demarcate the nature reserve but also for their own safety. While clearing the area, the 

workers found a dead body tied up in the bushes, which seemed to be a murder victim. This 

extreme case of violation of the law of course cannot be negotiated between the residents and 

the park management. For severe cases like this, the network of affected people is much wider 

and needs to be addressed. The family members of the victim have to be informed, the police 

needs to investigate on who committed the crime and why, and psychological counseling 

needs to be offered to the ones who saw the body. Here the negative relationship between the 

Figure 17 In the conservation area of Edith Stephens we mostly see the leftover poles from the old 

concrete palisade fencing. 
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residents and the space, as well as the dramatic circumstances which proceed a violent crime 

like this,  need to be acknowledged and dealt with while also ensuring everybody safety. In 

this case, the fence as a material barrier needs to protect the workers and future park users 

from physical and emotional danger. 

As we will see in the section to follow, establishing Symphony Way had a lot to do with 

getting to know the area in order to work with the nearby residents and develop a sustainable 

relationship with them. It is only when a discussion between the park and the residents is 

taking place, and people contribute to it because they feel heard, that we can start to think 

about the community as a fence for the reserve as an alternative to building a heavy, physical 

fence. Based on the experience of my work with Edith Stephens, it seems that this is because 

ground rules have to be agreed on in order for the involved parties to see a common goal 

which can only be achieved together. If there is an agreement, a deal in which everyone sees 

value, which could be a, then other rules, which are only secondary or for example of 

bureaucratic nature, can be negotiated or even circumvented together. However, the will to 

cooperate due to mutual interests and respect has to be the foundation of these negotiations.  

Different stages of negotiations and interactions between park management and surrounding 

residents are partly also reflected in the different design of the fences. As we see in the 

Figures 16 to 20, the material conditions can be very different and tell us something about the 

Figure 18 strip of land in Symphony Way to later set up the fence 
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relationship between Nature Reserves and whatever is located on the other side of the fence. 

Sometimes, heavy and costly material – concrete palisade poles – is used to make sure 

inappropriate uses of the nature reserve are fenced out. In Figure 19 this clear demarcation 

between the scrap yard business in the industrial zone, and the back end of the Edith Stephens 

Wetland is very well maintained. The fact that this fence is still intact, even though the same 

material has been stolen and resold in most other parts of the park probably has to do with the 

scrap yards will to keep its valuables like old cars and electric devices safe. It could also 

speak for the high activity of the recycling business and the value that most residents see in 

this space, since it offers good economic opportunities. In other instances, we see that obvious 

leaks in the fence are commonly tolerated, for example the provisionally fixed holes stuffed 

with wires and old mattresses as in Figure 20 or broken down fences left completely ruined as 

in Figure 17. The message of the effort to separate is very clear, but the realization of it and 

the handling of attempts to circumvent this separation show signs of neglect. The fence line 

defines a clear separation between nature reserves and social spaces like settlements, which 

reflects a strict division visible also on maps. However, this separation can be negotiated by 

individual actions of breaking down parts of the fence, temporarily invading bush land and 

dumping waste mainly because in these areas there is no other solution offered to effectively 

solve the waste management problem. 

Figure 19 This is an intact concrete palisade fencing that separates Edith 

Stephens Wetland Park with the industrial zone. In this part of the park we 

frequently met people who burned electronic devices to recycle the copper 

components and sell them in the scrap yard right on the other side of the fence.  
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After reflecting single stories and impression about the fences and other reoccurring topics, I 

organized them around the condensed list of codes (depicted in Chapter 2 above) and I came 

up with four themes which I find representative for the content of my data. To make some 

sense of the condensed codes I found in the field notes I asked myself: What is participation 

in nature conservation at Edith Stephens about? More specifically I was interested in 

answering the two guiding questions that I mentioned previously: How does participation in 

nature conservation work? And how does participation create a relational space? 

With these questions in mind and after assembling the codes into similar groups of meaning I 

named the four themes as follows: 1) limitations of the institutional context, 2) negotiations, 

3) coping with danger and 4) knowing insiders& outsiders, as visualized above in Figure 2. 

Many questions around participation in Edith Stephens are about finding ways to deal with 

limitations of the institutional context. These can be either bureaucratic obstacles that are 

bound to the status of the city officials like rules of how to communicate in public, following 

legal guidelines of nature conservation or not speaking with the media. In moments when 

these limitations get in the way of new projects that are being developed at Edith Stephens 

these obstacles can be circumvented with the help of the community partners. Since they are 

Figure 20 We see a partly intact concrete palisade fencing to separate the settlement 

Tafelsig from the Wolfgat Nature Reserve in the Cape Flats. 
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not contracted by the City, the many rules and constrictions do not apply to them and they can 

act much more freely. Other constrictions were partly also attached to the way in which the 

structure of the Biodiversity Management Branch of Cape Town is organized. The workers on 

the ground have to deal with very different working conditions concerning safety, mobility, 

infrastructure or finances depending on their location within Cape Town. Yet, the 

Biodiversity Management Branch which does the planning and administration of the City’s 

Biodiversity Network does not seem to be able to incorporate these differences in their top 

down decision process. This can be seen in the categories that the Branch uses in their reports 

which have to be filled out by all the reserve workers. The categories often make it difficult to 

report back the kind of information that the park workers actually find relevant for their job. 

Instead they have to fill out numbers and choose categories, for example of encountered law 

violations, that do not make sense in their daily work or are simply irrelevant for them. For 

the Management Branch however, these are the pieces of information which will be used to 

communicate official statements to the public, to funders, and to politicians. They are referred 

to when speaking about the condition of the park and its success. The communication about 

the park that these limitations allows, imposed by a hierarchical organization structure, is 

dissatisfactory and neglects a lot of information that would represent the work of the nature 

reserve much more appropriately. 

What seems to be neglected most by these limitations is the fact that there are different needs 

according to the different working conditions. These working conditions are not easily 

understood by the Management Branch who is not always familiar with the local context of 

each park. Depending on the location, the surrounding residents and the socio-economic and 

cultural context of the area where the park is located, the working condition, safety 

measurements, transport possibilities and many other daily tasks and routines change. One 

example for this is a discussion showing different expectations of what an adequate looking 

and functioning nature reserve can be like: 

Gabriella tells Sarah about her wish to replace the sandy/grassy square on the foot of the perm 

with artificial plastic grass. Sarah does not seem too convinced, since this is a nature reserve. 

But Gabriella explains that the thorny plant that they have to clear in order to make this square 

even accessible is very labor intensive. If they let the children run around here, which is one of 

the main uses of the square according to Gabriella, they have to make sure no one hurts 

themselves. (research notes, 4 April 2019) 

For Gabriella, the context of the Cape Flats is very present in her work as Environmental 

Education Officer and the fact that a lot of children do not have many possibilities to play 

safely outside in an open area is obvious to her. As a consequence of the local context and 
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living conditions, the opportunity to offer a safe space like this is part of the endangered and 

precious things Edith Stephens commits to protect. From the perspective of the Management 

Branch, the need for safe spaces is known, but the different ways a solution to this need can 

look like is difficult to imagine. All of the nature reserves that the City manages need to think 

about safety issues and accommodating needs of visitors. However, since the appearance of 

parks has been naturalized in an environmental debate, only safety measures and interventions 

we are used to from a mainstream environmental debate are seen as appropriate for nature 

reserves. These “appropriate” interventions and safety measures are for example the building 

of fences, the paving of parking lots inside the reserves, demanding to pay an entrance fee or 

selling food and souvenirs. In most parks, this kind of infrastructure is normalized and, if not 

a perfect environmental solution, at least considered a necessary intervention from a 

pragmatic point of view. However, with a changing context and a park management that 

wants to adapt to its users, changes like the construction of a safe play ground without thorny 

plants, be they an endemic species or not, are not more extreme interventions than what we 

consider normal infrastructure to be found in nature reserves. 

The binary thinking of what belongs into a nature reserve and what does not is also a type of 

imposed limitations that the management of the park needs to deal with. This binary, as seen 

in the example of the short discussion above, is ingrained in the logics of how a city reserve 

with a mandate to conserve nature works. The very idea of how a nature reserve works of 

course is built on the conviction that a nature space needs to be conserved and therefore 

protected from human interventions. At this point of my theses should be clear however, that 

this black-and-white thinking is not truly reflecting how we actually learn about and define 

nature, meaning that the definition of nature is dependent on us humans who relate to nature, 

what exactly we value about it and why. Depending on different priorities attached to 

different living and working conditions, these values can change. The communication around 

these values and negotiations about different priorities then become a major task of nature 

conservation and its management. The relational space created though these different values 

and imposed limitations in general is a conflicting one, which asks for a lot of 

communication, patience and willingness to cooperate, something that brings us to the next 

theme. 



54 

 

In many occasions during my work with Edith Stephens I sensed that making the success of 

people visible who work for good relationships with partners, push social development and 

invest in the stability of existing ecosystems is an important issue. Only if it is made visible 

can we communicate and negotiate different values, work away mistrust and change 

problematic perceptions of people. How to communicate in different contexts was a 

reoccurring topic during my fieldwork. A lot of work done in the nature reserve was about 

changing mindsets and perceptions. This was specifically important when it came to 

communicating to funders and possible supporters the success and values of projects done in 

an open space like Edith Stephens. It was also a present topic in meetings about how to 

address residents and raise awareness for the cause of the nature reserve. Of course, the very 

idea of educating children around biodiversity and their impact on the environment through 

the park’s Environmental Education Program is essentially also about changing mindsets and 

perceptions at a young age and therefore underlines the importance of communication and 

negotiating different values and viewpoints. Building a foundation of common goals and 

values while also showing the will to understand each other proved to be a crucial part of 

enabling participation in terms of making people feel heard and engaging with different needs 

and values. 

The question of how to use land adequately and the individual as well as collective will to 

change borders and land uses is, as mentioned above, highly contested. Once the decision is 

made by the City, the communication and realization of the use as a nature park has to be 

planned out carefully, which was especially visible during the meetings to plan the 

presentation of Symphony Way to the nearby residents. The starting point and the conditions 

of the discussion between the residents and the management of the park were solely 

determined by the management of the park, because the decision to turn this land into a nature 

reserve was already made and to debate this fact was out of question. This meant that the 

communication between the management and the residents all the more needed to be planned 

out carefully, in a way which is sensitive to possible reservations about the new land use 

while showing the will of engaging and cooperating in smaller decisions around the 

realization of this change of land use.  

I made similar observations about the importance of communication during a meeting to 

discuss partnerships with the community partners held at Edith Stephens which I was part of. 

The intention of the meeting was to gather the partners together and discuss a possible 
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mandate from all of them collectively, to extend the size of Edith Stephens and develop an 

educational center on the additional land, run by the community partners. The property in 

question is a rather small piece of open land in between different interest groups belonging to 

Edith Stephens, the industrial area and Sweet Home Farm
4
. All of these parties are involved in 

the use if this land by surveying and policing, squatting or using it as dumping site. This is 

also why its occupation with a built structure that could serve the community is anticipated by 

many. I was asked to facilitate that meeting with the hope that I as a newcomer and outsider 

would be perceived as more objective and neutral than the staff of Edith Stephens. Since the 

partnerships between them have already lasted for many years, opinions and set ideas of what 

the others think and want were expected to make a discussion difficult. All of them knowing 

their different approaches to community work and how they got to where they are influenced 

how they interpreted each other’s ideas and inhibited them to acknowledge their similar goals 

and how they could use synergies.  

For example, some of the main concerns during the meeting were that the community partners 

struggled to understand each other’s points of view due to their different working 

backgrounds. As a consequence of their different experiences, they had different scenarios in 

mind when they were talking about successful community development. Of course, their 

individual career path coined everyone’s thinking differently and how they operate as 

community worker. One of the partners has years of working experience in the United States, 

which is why this partners introduced the idea that the new space could be used as a concert 

venue, inspired by the summer concerts in New York Central Park. Just like theses summer 

concerts, the new space could offer a rare opportunity for the nearby residents to enjoy 

classical live music in a nature reserve for free and add value to cultural aspect of Edith 

Stephens. The concerns at the meeting however were that due to the experience in the U.S of 

this community partner, we might run after a bad example of engaging with disadvantaged 

communities. To use an American idea as a positive example was received badly by other 

partners. Of course the idea of the summer concerts can be realized in many different ways 

and adapted to the interests and circumstance of the Cape Flats. Since the community partners 

have known each other for such a long time and have personal opinions about everyone’s 

approaches to community development, it was difficult to have a discussion around ideas 

alone without anyone who insinuated a biased view due to specific work experiences. The fact 

that everyone had clear ideas about intentions and attitudes of the other partners before the 
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 see Figure 21 
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meeting even started was also an obstacle for an open negotiation. The discussion slowly 

turned into a negotiation about the principles of their partnership, where it was planned as a 

meeting to brainstorm ideas to collaborate in a common project. 

It became clear that before agreeing on what kind of building or project we want to promote 

to develop the piece of land in question, we have to take a step back and re-evaluate the aim 

and the value of the partnerships. It seems that lot of effort to enable participation in nature 

conservation goes into the work of enabling negotiations and keeping the debate about 

principles open. Through these negotiations the partners can relate to each other through the 

common passion for their communities and a feeling of connection to the youth in the Cape 

Flats, which is why it is so important to keep this debate open and remind each other of the 

common goals. 

Before it came to this close relationship however, there had to be a mutual exchange of 

benefits which all partners profited from. The nature reserve needs partners who can bring the 

local youth on the site and establish a connection with the residents. That way the youth can 

in turn also spread ideas of biodiversity and values of nature conservation in their 

neighborhoods. This partnership also helps the nature reserve “mainstreaming biodiversity” 

and supports the previously mentioned slogan “the community as the fence of the park”. The 

partners on the other hand need a safe, yet public infrastructure they can use which is within 

reach of the local communities. Appreciating this arrangement is the foundation of the 

negotiations between the partners and the starting point from where they work on their 

relationship. 
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Figure 21 This is the land in question to be developed. More to the right there is the 

wetland of Edith Stephens, in the background of the photo we see the beginning of the 

industrial zone and more to the right is the road which separates the nature reserve 

from the settlemet Sweet Home Farm. 

 

  

Figure 22 The pathway leads from the nature reserve to the road where residents of 

Sweet Home Farm frequently cross. The circular spot in the center of the photo 

indicates an informally used dumping site.  
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Safety is an important topic to consider when working or living in the Cape Flats. It is one of 

the reasons why participatory processes can be difficult, yet at the same time it can also lead 

to a common strategy and push alliances between people with similar safety needs. The 

everyday safety issues entail danger that comes with destabilization of living conditions and 

ecosystems oftentimes through crime related to poverty, environmental degradation and 

politically motivated violence. 

While patrolling around the nature reserve the safety aspect is very present. Ideally the foot 

patrols are done in groups of three people, at least one of which should be male. It is during 

this task that interactions between park workers and nearby residents happen in an unplanned 

manner and people sometimes have to be sent away or reminded of some rule concerning the 

nature reserve. To not give any reason for resistance or trouble, there is a clear code of 

conduct which the workers internalized. Some of the most common violations of the rules are 

burning copper, using the spaces in the bushes as sleeping place, dumping waste on the site or 

picking plants of the park for traditional uses. The workers generally followed the rules of 

always speaking nicely, not using any force, not noting down in front of the trespassers to not 

make them feel like they are being reported – except for serious cases – and greeting everyone 

nicely.  

Of course there are also more serious, big scale dangers which to some extent have to do with 

how the management of the park engages with the communities around the park and how 

much they feel respected. During informal conversation in the office of the nature reserve I 

learned about different safety issues in nature conservation and how people deal with them. 

The example below was discussed at a staff meeting with new workers:  

Rondevlei Nature Reserve used to have problems with gangs hiding weapons in the 

dunes. The Regional Manager called upon law enforcement and the reaction was so 

strong, that employees could not wear their uniforms outside the boundaries of the 

reserve without being attacked. (research notes, 11 March 2019) 

This situation in Rondevlei is just one of many examples how the needs of local communities 

are not considered and how the affected people react violently to discrimination. I had a very 

limited access to these tensions and did not get to know much about different viewpoints, 

since I am not part of an involved community and do not speak Afrikaans or Xhosa. For me to 

get this very sensitive kind of information was difficult and as a result my understanding of 

these negotiations is quite limited. However, I think it is fair to say that the ways of coping 

with this kinds of danger, one that plays a role as soon as a piece of land is being fenced up 



59 

 

and the use of the land changes, is closely related to the theme of negotiations. It is in the 

details of how we put the rules and restrictions about nature conservation into practice where 

this danger can be kept at bay. A stable relationship between the nature reserve and the people 

who are seen as a source of danger is very important. This relationship however is not seen as 

a partnership grounded in similar values or trust as in the partnerships mentioned above, but 

more like an agreement about the interdependence of the different people involved and 

therefore the necessity of an ongoing dialog. 

The region (Wolfgat Nature Reserve) is very dangerous and cars should not stop here 

at all. With the car from the Nature Reserves it's fine, because they will not want to get 

into trouble with the City. They are always at least two people (Ashwin with a Quemic 

ranger) for safety reasons and Ashwin has a reputation amongst the gangsters. He asks 

me if I want him to arrange a meeting with some of the gangsters from the area, but I 

don't really know what to say to that offer. (research notes, 15 February 2019) 

Strategies of coping with danger are often bound to an identity of an insider who is part of the 

community. An insider can rely on the support of that community and in the above mentioned 

case has gained enough street credibility to deal with certain kinds of threads. The relational 

space created though this way of coping with danger is one that reinforces an identity through 

community belonging and social cohesion, as well as rivalries which are fought and 

remembered collectively, like between gangs, rangers and communities. 

For me, an extreme source of danger that nature conservation needs to deal with emerged 

from my notes as destabilization. On one hand did it turn up quite obviously, in the sense that 

natural systems are threatened by ever changing environmental conditions and have to change 

too fast in order to adapt. These natural systems were for example the aquifer running under 

the PHA which needs to cope with increasing contamination from the problematic waste 

management and the stress caused by the incremental development of buildings and 

infrastructure on the soil. Endemic fynbos vegetation was also claimed to suffer from 

destabilizing conditions. The growth of the city with its expanding roads and buildings 

replaces the spaces that are open for vegetation and disrupts corridors which are important to 

connect different hotspots for flora and fauna. In these instances, there is a need of conserving 

stable environmental conditions for the natural systems to be able survive. On the other hand, 

and what I found more striking in my research was to experience how the conditions that need 

conservation are not necessary natural systems but the whole network of human and non-

human actants. The destabilization of this network can happen through the loss of a safe space 

to sleep due to housing issues. This was the case for the residents of SHF who lost their 

invaded spaces on the wetland of Edith Stephens. To lose a stable home to get back to of 
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course puts anyone in great distress and in the case of nature conservation in the Cape Flats it 

is a circumstance that needs to be taken in to account when managing the conservation of this 

ecosystem. Destabilization as a topic came also up when different organization spoke about 

how they needed to look for new safe meeting spaces. They found this safe space at Edith 

Stephens after gang violence took over in their respective previous location which made it 

impossible for them to work there. Especially painful was to realize the widely felt 

destabilization of social networks, meaning that friends and family or people working in and 

visiting the nature park are in danger due to the high crime rates. The network of people who 

in some sense contribute and relate to Edith Stephens is part of an ecosystem which constantly 

needs to deal with destabilizing forces and therefore needs its own ways of coping with this 

danger. 

Many of the discussions and negotiations about partnerships, common projects and building 

relationships were done in a context sensitive way. Even though working in the head office 

for the Biodiversity Management Branch has generally a more standardized and top-down 

character, the everyday working atmosphere created by the staff in the park is adapted to the 

local context of the area. This means that operational schedules like clearing alien vegetation 

are taking into account political struggles of housing in the community nearby like the 

example of SHF showed. The knowledge about an area and the park work proving relevant to 

the nearby residents is clearly an important factor in the success of a nature park. Participation 

from the residents which teaches the park management about the context of their location is 

therefore a necessary survival strategy. To understand the social context properly during 

participatory processes in the form of open discussions however, it is crucial to know who to 

listen to and with what kind of expertise, authority or support from the community someone 

speaks. This is a very difficult task as leadership is fluid and communication does not always 

work smoothly. I realized this due to the omnipresent question of whether someone is an 

insider or an outsider. Especially in the discussions around community development done in 

the nature reserve but also in the success of safety measures, the claim of understanding or 

even representing a group of people was a very sensitive topic. Even though it is rarely 

claimed by someone to represent a certain collective, the fact that someone does not 

understand the community or only speaks with a certain small group is a heavy yet common 

criticism. In these instances a disappointing NGO, foundation, or an academic institution turns 

into an individual outsider, who just does not understand how this specific community works 
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or is simply not part of it. As seen in the example below, to be an obvious newcomer or 

outsider can be a dangerous disadvantage.  

(Kelly on how to proceed after finding a dead body in Symphony Way) We don't know the 

area yet. Here in ES we have an experience of 13 years that is why we know who we can go to 

speak and who we cannot. We still have to learn that in SW. When the communities are 

involved, a certain safety can be provided but that stage is yet to be achieved. (research notes, 

28 March 2019) 

In turn, being perceived as an insider can also have severe consequences. This status comes 

with responsibilities which, if not fulfilled could be interpreted as disrespecting the social 

cohesion, the accountability and support that is expected from an insider. The fact that no one 

from the neighboring settlement of SHF was employed as EPWP worker at Edith Stephens 

during my fieldwork and that apparently not many residents of SHF knew about this 

opportunity was explained by one resident with the missing relationship, which was stated 

with disappointment. A similar situation was voiced by a ranger working in the Wolfgat 

Nature Reserve.  

Ashwin works in Wolfgat since 2017 and lives very close by in Rocklands, Mitchells Plain. 

He says that the nature reserves have to employ people from the surrounding communities, 

otherwise there will be resistance because people will feel robbed of job opportunities. 

(research notes, 15 February 2019) 

Fences and obstacles are an obvious indication of who is an outsider or an insider. The fact of 

being fenced off or pushed out together – like SHF residents from the wetland – or fenced in – 

like the office of Edith Stephens – makes the obvious insider/ outsider relations visible. 

However, just as there are different groups of belonging in the perception of people – 

according to racial categorization, language, faith based community, friendships etc. – the 

insider/outsider status changes with different situations, actions and through conversations. 

For example, I learnt through individual discussions that it was clear for both the chairman of 

the PHA Food and Farming Campaign and the Edith Stephens staff that the two groups have 

oppositional positions and battles to fight when it comes to contested land uses in Philippi. To 

simplify this discussion I interpreted their disagreement as the prioritization of agricultural vs. 

conservational land use, which means that they do not understand each other as supporters of 

the same cause. In a situation however where there is a third party calling for a meeting with 

community members – as it was the case with an NGO led by people who are outsiders to the 

Cape Flats because they did not grow up here – the chairman and the staff of Edith Stephens 

turn both into insiders as members of the community and argue as such. Paying close 

attention the context and the different roles present during discussions is therefore very 

important for understanding participatory processes at Edith Stephens because in these 
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situations a relational space is created which can allow or challenge your access to 

information and other opportunities. 

In conclusion, it can be said, that participation at Edith Stephens works through carefully 

considering structural limitations – so that ideally they can be worked out, learning about 

what dangers are to be expected and then coming up with coping strategies, negotiating with 

all affected parties – which puts significant emphasis on communication skills and, finally, 

knowing the people who are involved so that it is possible to identify outsiders and insiders. 

All of the themes from my field notes only exist in a relational network of actants and are 

only meaningful if we acknowledge the importance of how these actants are connected. 
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The common yet problematic perception of nature and society as two distinct categories was 

tangible as a field of tension throughout the time of my fieldwork. Especially when we focus 

on the work of nature conservation from a personal perspective, looking at expectations and 

ideas of what it means to work in nature conservation for different people, I realized how 

many different norms, expectations and understandings about nature are brought together in 

the environmental sector. On one hand, there are the various expectations from the workers 

themselves of what they are doing. On the other hand, there are the expectations, fears and 

hopes of affected parties about what kind of work is done in a nature reserve. For some, the 

categorical distinction of what issues should be dealt with and how – like child friendliness, 

poverty reduction, education or safety – was rather limited, while others found this distinction 

debatable and challenged a nature/society dualism through their work. 

If we look at any space with the assumption that there is a cultural and a natural realm 

existing independently out there in the world, the ramification of this strict divide for our 

imagination of this space is substantial. Space then appears to be like a container that exists 

irrespective of its surroundings or of what is put or done inside. Space would be seen as 

another category of entities, like nature, society, economy, technology and so on. However, 

the ways in which these different realms of reality relate to and thus constitute each other 

remain concealed if we start our study of urban spaces with the assumption that spaces are 

given containers which exists out there in the world. What makes this assumption dangerous 

is the fact that the human agency in constructing and reproducing notions of culture, nature, 

space, economy etc. is concealed and the possibility of changing these notions or imagining 

different realities of, say, nature is impossible.  

The case of Edith Stephens Wetland Park activates our ability to imagine other notions of 

nature because the way human actions and natural processes are entangled in this space are 

not normalized in a mainstream environmental debate. As a consequence, it might seem to an 

outsider that this nature reserve does not live up to the standards set in the mainstream 

environmental debate, but the important point to make here is that part of why the work done 

at Edith Stephens is so valuable is because it calls these very standards into question. Edith 

Stephens can add an important perspective to this debate because the work done in this 
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reserve reflects various different lived experiences that we often times do not consider when 

thinking about nature conservation.  

The kind of participation that aims to include in the practices of nature conservation as many 

affected voices as possible can challenge Carolyn Finney’s lament that nature conservation is 

perceived as a predominantly white concern. Including voices in Edith Stephens in primarily 

means to consider opinions of community partners who engage with the local youth and 

residents of nearby settlements. The underprivileged communities surrounding Edith Stephens 

are almost exclusively people of color. Of course, participation and finding compromises in 

order to unify official rules and regulations from the City and the NEMA with historically 

underrepresented voices is not easily realized. As we have seen in the literate review of this 

thesis, including as many voices as possible introduces different risks. It is, for example, 

difficult to pinpoint accountability when it comes to taking ownership over collective actions. 

Furthermore, collective agency is always in danger of appeasing quiet voices or 

misrepresenting uncommon or unpopular opinions. Of course from a perspective of 

governance these are important issues to deal with. However, considering the subaltern 

perspective and the real danger of discrimination and marginalization that come with different 

approaches to governance, those concerns should not lead us to dismiss the project of 

participation altogether. Instead, we should take these concerns seriously and figure out how 

working through them can help us lead more balanced conversations about nature and society 

while considering a multitude of perspectives. 

When talking about participation in the case study of this thesis, my experience was that a 

significant amount of work had to be put into dealing with what I termed limitations of the 

institutional context, negotiations, coping with danger and knowing insiders and outsiders. 

Acknowledging these tasks as an important part of the work within nature conservation helps 

us to understand nature conservation not only as a concern for environmentalists, but also as 

an urban issue. All the themes deal with work that has to do with human interactions and how 

these interactions shape the management decisions of the park. This work is an important part 

of conserving nature because it makes sure that the park endures political tensions, safety 

issues, financial pressure and encourages everyone to keep participating in its success. 

Thinking back to Raymond Williams’ thought on the importance of acknowledging the 

natural landscape as a product of human design and labor
5
 the themes I derived from the data 
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highlight a specific kind of work. If not as easily visible as the effort put into designing and 

physically working the land, the work my themes are referring to can help us to acknowledge 

natural landscapes as human products as well. The themes highlight the urban aspect of nature 

conservation work. The first one, limitations of the institutional context, shows how ways of 

binary thinking about nature and society is also ingrained in the ways how governmental 

bodies organize space. In a nature reserve which is managed by the city and needs to work in 

accordance with official policies concerning nature conservation, the limitations of the 

institutional context influence the work at Edith Stephens significantly.  

The importance of negotiations, our second theme, highlights the many voices of a densely 

populated, urban environment surrounding a nature reserve which need to be considered in 

nature conservation. These negotiations ask for a high awareness of how to communicate in 

order to foster good relationships and work away mistrust between different groups of people. 

Coping with danger was a theme that probably most obviously showed how not only dangers 

such as the destabilization of so called natural systems need to be tackled in nature 

conservation. Also the destabilization of housing and working conditions, families and other 

social networks is a danger to nature conservation which needs to be dealt with. The last 

theme, knowing insiders and outsiders, considers the fact that land use and access ultimately 

is a topic that addressed very personal feelings of belonging which need to be heard and 

acknowledged. Issues around ownership of land and access to nature can be treated as an 

economic question where we look at nature as an investment, as Cindi Katz observed
6
. 

However, despite this trend to monetize nature, land and nature issues influence people on a 

very direct, everyday basis. The feeling of belonging to and identification through a place like 

the Cape Flats, for example, that is shared by many people, needs to be given enough room 

when managing a piece of land. Context sensitivity and openness to these sentiments is a big 

part of enabling participation through nature conservation. This work is also part of 

acknowledging the urban aspect of nature conservation. What I learned through analyzing all 

of these themes is that the urban context of a nature reserve plays an active role in not only 

defining the conditions under which nature conservation can be done but also what we 

understand as nature spaces and, more importantly, what we see as conservation worthy. To 

answer these questions we need to be conscious about who we think of as the agents and the 

beneficiaries of nature conservation. This finally leads me to the lesson that Edith Stephens 

and the many people working and participating there taught me: Conservation work has to 
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happen in a dynamic discussion where values are negotiated so that precious things can be 

conserved. In order to figure out what these precious things exactly are, we need to engage 

with each other, listen, change each other’s mindsets and be open about changing our own 

mindset as well. 

The many tensions between different expectations of nature conservations that I experienced 

during my field work confirm the need come up with new ways to conceptualize nature and 

society relationships. This new way needs to respect notions of nature that are not commonly 

represented in an environmental debate, which consider social issues like waste management, 

housing shortages, gang violence and fragmented social networks, because they are 

interlinked with processes happening due the nature reserve. What can be added to the 

scholars who critically dismantle the dualism between what we call nature and society, is that 

participation, as seen in the case of Edith Stephens, can help to include the human aspect in 

nature conservation. The way this happens in our case study is through considering limitations 

of the institutional context, negotiations, coping with danger and knowing insiders and 

outsiders. 

What we have seen in our case study is a practical approach to the theoretical and conceptual 

critique of the nature culture divide which was dealt with in the literature review. Edith 

Stephens showed us how putting this theory into practice could look like in a context of the 

Cape Flats. This practice stands for a holistic, community development oriented nature 

conservation that emphasizes the relational aspect of managing a space. The importance of 

building strong relationships for successful urban nature conservation is also stressed by the 

Cape Flats Nature project
7
, which Edith Stephens was part of while the project was still 

active. The outcome of this paper highlights the relevance of the nature conservation this 

project was supporting, which is specifically community development oriented (Pitt and 

Boulle 2010, 8). This approach to nature conservation makes the agents and the beneficiaries 

of nature conservation visible, and highlights the intertwining existence of what we call nature 

and society. As we have seen in this thesis, nature conservation is always done and benefitted 

by people. The people behind it are normally not specifically mentioned because the 

processes at work in a nature reserve tend to be naturalized. The fact that the Cape Flats 

Nature project clearly names the people aspect in their work shows how this group of people, 

which is specifically addressing people who belong to a certain community, is not yet 
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implicitly considered when doing nature conservation. This approach to nature conservation, 

marked by untypical and not very visible work in nature conservation dealing with 

communication and relationships, is clearly a very valuable part of nature conservation. 
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This thesis grappled with the question of how the notion of participation can help us to treat 

issues around so called “natural spaces” not only as natural but also as urban and social issues. 

To unpack this question, I started with the first guiding question, which was the following: 

1. Why is there a need to challenge the nature/culture divide and how can it be done 

on a conceptual level?  

The literature review in Chapter 1 was divided into 5 sections which dealt with this question. 

The first section, Chapter 1.1 started with how the current geological period of the 

Anthropocene urges us to deal with the blurring of the lines between what we understand as 

natural or social. Due to the extent to which human activities have influenced the conditions 

of our living environment, the Anthropocene calls on time to resituate ourselves within the 

global processes we have called natural forces. This means that we need to overcome the 

romantic understanding of nature which sees a strict division between nature and society 

because it conceals human agency. Latour showed us how something as complex as the 

current climate crisis cannot be explained by neither reducing it to scientific facts nor by 

solely looking at it as a socially constructed phenomenon. Instead, we have to consider 

scientific facts, power relations and discourses to understand the climate crisis so that it can 

be analyzed as a network of associations of humans and non-humans. Chapter 1.2 proceeded 

with adding a postcolonial perspective to the environmental debate. This perspective revealed 

how certain understandings of nature, such as the ones of local fishermen from the South 

African Benguela Coast, tend to be silenced in a national conversation about nature 

conservation. With the example of Anderson et al.’s study we learned how the ways in which 

we understand nature needs to be decolonized. This section made the point that the romantic 

notion of nature is informed by a biased understanding of who nature is for and therefore 

welcomed to participate in an environmental debate. If we want to challenge this bias we need 

to expand our analysis of the social phenomenon to a wider network of interacting humans 

and non-humans, as suggested by Latour, because it will introduce a multitude of perspectives 

into the conservation debate. Scholars such as Taylor, Katz and Finney give more insight into 

how due to colonial imperialism such a bias was fostered in science and highlight the 

importance of acknowledging that our understanding of nature has always been dependent on 

human relationships. Colonialism supported a very dominant kind of relationship between not 
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only humans but also between humans and non-humans, which silenced alternative 

relationships that are not in line with a romantic understanding of nature and society.  

We saw in Chapter 1.3 how the postcolonial perspective remains concealed if we hold on to 

the outdated concept of space as a container, which reinforces a nature culture divide and 

silences alternative relationships between nature and society. As an alternative concept of 

space I referred to the field of human geography and Werlen who included theories of action 

into spatial analysis. This concept of space highlights relational connections between the 

interacting humans and non-humans, or to use Latours term actants, who are involved in this 

space and thus constitute it. Using Werlen’s relational concept of space allows us to analyze 

nature conservation through a certain kind of relation. In our case the nature space was 

analyzed though participation. I chose this particular relation because they are especially 

important in the context of South Africa, where participatory processes are enshrined in the 

constitution to redress historical imbalances due to colonialism and apartheid. Defining spaces 

and actants through their relation with each other proved to be a useful alternative to 

categorical definitions, because it does not reify a nature culture divide in space. This is why I 

decided to analyze Edith Stephens Wetland Park through the relational space that 

participation created.  

Chapter 1.4 helped us to look at participatory processes critically in order to see their 

possibilities and limits when it comes to challenging dualisms. While participation was used 

as a mean to give people the opportunity to speak for themselves, for example as in Freire’s 

“Pedagogy of the Oppressed”, we also have to keep the critical voices in mind, such as 

Miraftab and Kothari. They urge us not to forget that while participation aims at balancing 

power relations, a silenced voice cannot be empowered if the status quo is not challenged in 

its more complex network of power. Focusing on participation as a way of including more 

perspectives into processes of decision making therefore must not turn a blind eye on 

structural oppression. Otherwise, participation turns into an empty buzzword. With these 

challenges in mind, we carried on in Chapter 1.5 to introduce our specific case of urban nature 

conservation in post-colonial and post-apartheid Cape Town. This section tackled the second 

guiding question: 

2. How does nature conservation on the basis of the current nature culture/divide look 

like and what are its spatial and social consequences in the case of Cape Town? 
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This last section of the literature review dealt with the social and spatial implications of a 

nature/culture divide in the case of Cape Town, which I underlined in a map about the racial 

segregation and distribution of nature spaces in Cape Town. It also included some 

observations from the field work as well as historical examples like the work of the Native 

Farmers Association. This shed light on how the relationship between people of color and 

land has been hampered in the last century by discriminatory property rights, which among 

other factors lead to the  racialization of space. 

Chapter 2 dealt with the methods of this research and elaborated how the thematic analysis 

can be used to make emerging themes visible in the field notes. Furthermore, my position as 

short-term and foreign participant in the nature reserve helped us to understand where some of 

the limits of this thesis lie. Chapter 3 was dedicated to situating Edith Stephens Wetland Park 

in order to become familiar with the context of our nature reserve and gave in insight into the 

partners and actants that need to be considered when looking at Edith Stephens as a network. 

This was important because it gave us a sense of the many different humans and non-humans 

that make up the nature reserve through their relation to it. At the same time I introduced 

some of the insights from the field work and elaborated on the daily work and some of the 

challenges that the park has to deal with. Chapter 4 was finally dedicated to the analysis of my 

field notes. This analysis shed light on the third and fourth guiding questions of this thesis 

which are 

3. How does participation in nature conservation work at the Edith Stephens Wetland 

Park?  

4. How does participation in nature conservation create a relational space?  

The thematic analysis of my field notes revealed that participation at Edith Stephens primarily 

works through dealing with limitations of the institutional context, negotiationg, coping with 

danger and knowing insiders & outsiders. A substantial part of the work that needs to be done 

in order for the nature reserve to succeed and to provide services to its users is invested in 

these four tasks. These tasks are all about allowing participation, and they do not reflect 

typical work associated with nature conservation. This is all the more reason to highlight their 

value in order for nature conservation to succeed in a way which does not reinforce a 

romantic notion of nature. Nature conservation according to a romantic understanding of 

nature and society is not able to acknowledge these participatory efforts as significant, 

because it is not able to not pay attention to human and non-human relationships within nature 



71 

 

conservation. This is because a romantic understanding only sees nature in an independently 

existing realm that humans can manage and control form the outside. If we agree to see space 

as defined by the relations of its actancts as opposed to attributing it to a category like a nature 

or a human space, we can include human relations into the work of nature conservation and 

acknowledge their value. In this sense, the themes that emerged give a practical example of 

what nature conservation according to a romantic understanding of nature and society 

neglects.  

At Edith Stephen Nature Reserve the debates around what kind of issue or project is part of 

their work reflect the blurring of the nature/culture divide. It is clear that without people who 

arrive at work safely and contribute to the management and the upkeep of the park, as well as 

the park users, this space would not exist. This is the case in any nature reserve but the 

constraints, limits and discussions that people need to deal with in order to arrive at work 

safely, invest their time and energy in this space and thus bring it to life are not always easily 

visible and need to be acknowledged. What I realized during my fieldwork is that these 

constraints only become visible if the idea of conservation behind the nature reserve does not 

follow the mainstream discourse about who the reserve should serve and at what costs. Once 

the typical idea of who nature is for and what cost is justifiable to maintain it is challenged, 

we recognize that both nature and society are debatable notions. The reason why we 

sometimes do not see the obstacles and restrictions that come with nature conservation is 

likely due to the fact that we naturalized them. Naturalizing and normalizing circumstances 

happen easily if we have never been exposed to how different ways of engaging with nature 

might work. For this we need to train our imagination and remind ourselves that, even though 

our world is the way it is, it does not mean it cannot be different. To see an example of such 

an alternative relationship between nature and society through the work at Edith Stephens 

Wetland Park is a lesson I will hold dearly. 

For me, the outcome of this thesis begs the question of how such research done in the global 

South can inform socially responsible nature conservation in the global North, specifically in 

Switzerland, which is my home country. For future projects it would be interesting to find out 

which processes within nature conservation have been naturalized in Swiss nature 

conservation and how answering this question can be used to make visible marginalized 

communities.  
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