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(unique) aspects. On the other hand, a celebration of this potential could also have invited 
trends for gentrification –preparing the ground for private developers to step in, as was already 
the case in some parts of Yeoville.  Albeit, some residents are not unhappy about this trend, for 
the Yeoville Studio the power of conservative and dominant discourses on what Yeoville should 
be, at the expense of alternative visions of a neighbourhood was a concern. Would it be possible 
to imagine a Yeoville that could develop and overcome its ills, but keep a (central?) place for its 
specific and vibrant popular practices?

Yeoville studio and African diversity
The xenophobic attacks of 2008 left Yeoville relatively untouched, yet it was in Yeoville that 
the African Diaspora Forum (ADF), an umbrella body of African migrant organisations in 
Johannesburg, was founded. The absence of mass violence against migrants in Yeoville could 
be explained by the relatively strong network of local organisations holding the neighbourhood 
together, in spite of some xenophobic public statements made by the local councilor at the time. 
We could not, however, ignore the existing xenophobic tensions in this very dense and fluid 
neighbourhood, where scarcity of housing and trading space fuels intense competition, as well 
as difficult living conditions. Furthermore, we did not want to frame the question of migration 
politics in a priori conflicting terms, even if the conflicts and their management were one aspect 
Yeoville Studio needed to address.

We began, in line with our local partners’ endeavours, to study and stress the cultural 
diversity that this migration was bringing to Yeoville. Contributing, and consolidating the 
local YBCDT-ADF-YSF initiative of celebrating Africa Day (25 May) through an annual street 
festival, we embarked on a survey of formal and informal African restaurants. Second-year 
students, although not always au fait with the complexity of the licensing terrain that traders 
in the area must so delicately negotiate, were able to produce what became one of the (many) 
popular outputs of the studio – an African restaurants map/guide. 

This became the possible starting point for a network of African restaurant owners or 
managers. The guide also inspired several local activists to develop a plan to train local tourist 
guides, and the YBCDT successfully applied for sponsorship for this initiative from the Gauteng 
government. The map, alongside other local initiatives, created a way for local residents to 
understand the economic (if not cultural and social) value of diversity and another future for 
Yeoville.

At the same time as we were attending innumerable public meetings (so as to update 
the community about the Studio, and solicit feedback), we regularly witnessed unashamed 
expressions of xenophobia. We were struck by the diversity of tactics used to address, respond 
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to and manage xenophobic expressions (from derogatory language to 
hate speech), depending on leadership and platforms. These included 
mostly sympathetic tolerance; often direct encouragement (leaders 
themselves inciting xenophobic discourses); too seldom uncompromising 
condemnation; and in exceptional cases, pedagogic deconstruction. 

It was in these public meetings that we began to understand  the 
constructed character of collective xenophobia, and the crucial role of 
local leadership in shaping different spoken and practised futures. It 
was also here that we experienced directly the frustrating gaps between 
research and activism: those which often rendered us, unbearably, silent 
observers. Because we were ultimately outsiders, intervening in these 
public meetings was difficult: our role as members of the Yeoville Studio 
was to make visible the visions of others about what Yeoville could be; 
to bring to the fore alternative discourses on diversity and migration; 
and to support our community partners with material that they could 
use in their endeavours to create an integrated neighbourhood.
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Yeoville studio and public spaces
Yeoville Studio 2010 did extensive research on the various and intertwined forms of trading in 
Rockey-Raleigh Street, the main thoroughfare of Yeoville, vibrant with shops and restaurants 
public facilities, informal street trading (when the metro police are not in sight), a quiet mall 
(formerly a cinema, and for a short time Hugh Masekela’s jazz club) and a local market opened 
in 1999 (on-street trading was banned thereafter).

Our research challenged a few preconceived ideas including the dominant view that street 
trading was unwelcome in Yeoville. Aside from the usual complaints about litter and congestion, 
street trading and traders were perceived by residents as convenient and friendly. The vast 
majority of shop keepers interviewed argued that ‘without them Yeoville is like a ghost town’. 

Other findings challenged the dominant understanding of the local market’s economic 
difficulties: many perceived the limited success of the market as the consequence of street 
trading competition, but in fact it could be more convincingly explained by market design and 
management issues. Our research also highlighted that xenophobic tensions in the market were 
more often triggered by external pressure (local leaders eager to please their constituency; city 
policy creating scarcity) than by internal disputes among traders themselves. Finally, we also 
sensed that the traders’ muted concerns about the new market management system (the ‘smart 
card’) were warranted, aimed as the system was at instituting tight control over market traders 
and tremendously weakening their autonomy.

At the end of 2010, as the market management company was in the process of issuing these 
‘smart cards’, the city of Joburg called an urgent meeting with street traders and market traders. 
A rumour had been circulating that the city was to demarcate stalls in Rockey-Raleigh Street, 
leading struggling market traders to put up stalls in the street.

The city, encouraged by YBCDT, called for a negotiated practical solution to the issue, and 
proceeded to elect five representatives to a steering committee. Yeoville Studio volunteered 
to help explore solutions, as we had findings to support new ideas for integrated trading in 
Yeoville. The city reluctantly took note and we were eventually invited, ‘as observers’ to the 
trading steering committee meetings. 

It soon became obvious that the street traders were intimidated and not able to properly raise 
their concerns in these meetings, in which market traders and the YBCDT made vocal proposals 
to remove them from Rockey-Raleigh Street. As the City’s angry accusations against (female) 
street trader leaders’ ‘passivity’, ‘problem of attitude’ and ‘negativity’ multiplied, we had to push 
the line between research and activism: we stepped in, offering Yeoville Studio’s services to 
support street traders to articulate their views. 

A workshop was organised in March 2011, in which street traders expressed strong views 
against being removed from their positions on Rockey-Raleigh. Yeoville Studio assisted them by 
writing a position paper on the matter. 

At the next meeting, street traders presented their positions and Yeoville Studio presented 
its findings. These were politely contested by market traders, who ultimately decided it was 
politically more rewarding to side with the city and to blame street traders than to challenge 
the authorities about management of street and market trading in the community. The issue of 
the transition to smart cards and the stress that they imposed on traders, particularly those in 
arrears, was not properly addressed. 

We proposed a workshop with market traders, to develop ideas to make the market more 
attractive. This suggestion was received with enthusiasm by market leaders, ‘no matter what 
happens’. Yet, at the next meeting with the city, we were strongly attacked by those same leaders, 
who accused Yeoville Studio of being biased, of manipulating street traders, and of not having 
consulted them on our research on the market. In short, they shot down the studio and its work 
as a way to further undermine street traders. Thus the Yeoville Studio entered the political arena. 


