
Cover Figure: Project Collage (Author 2021).

Indexicality & InteriorityIndexicality & Interiority

4

i.

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



“Your bed is too high, too smart, too removed from the dirt…”
- Extract from Martin Shaw’s rendition of Her Mannelig in his mythological exploration titled 

Courting the Wild Twin (2020)

ii.

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



TITLE: Indexicality & Interiority: addressing the role of interior architecture in informal 

settlements.

PROGRAMME: “Disassemblable” Community Office with Deployable Interfaces and 

Objects.

SITE: Moreleta Park and Woodlane Village (referred to as Plastic View)

LOCATION: 25.8295° S, 28.3079° E

RESEARCH FIELD: Urban Citizenship & Inhabitation

CLIENT: SA Cares for Life NGO

THEORETICAL PREMISE: Semiotics, Meaning-making, multi-scalar spatial agency and 

Participatory Action Research

KEYWORDS: Indexicality, Linguistics, Interiority, Cultural Production, Semiotics, 

Meaning-Making, Collaborative Design, Spatial Agency, Informal Settlements

PROJECT INTENTION: Establishing a role for interior architecture in informal 

settlements as an agent of meaning-making. 

STUDY LEADER & SUPERVISOR: Anika van Aswegen

CO-SUPERVISOR: Dr Carin Combrinck

YEAR CO-ORDINATOR: Anika van Aswegen

Declaration

1. I understand what plagiarism is and am aware of the University’s policy in this 

regard.

2. I declare that this essay is my own original work. Where other people’s work has 

been used (either from a printed source, Internet or any other source), this has 

been properly acknowledged and referenced in accordance with departmental 

requirements.

Dhané Herbst

2021-11-15

iii.

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



iv.

The research project is focused on the notion of indexicality and interiority to address 

the role of interior architecture in informal settlements through a semiotic approach to 

meaning-making. The notion of semiotics is the common denominator between 

indexicality and interiority as it refers to the idiosyncratic interpretation of meaning in 

both language and spaces. A community office in Plastic View - a known space of 

mediation, knowledge transferal and expression – serves as an intrinsic case study for 

this research. Through a collaborative process and on-site prototyping, the project 

aspires to evoke the subjective phenomena of meaning-making through a series of 

objects, interfaces and spatial compositions. 

This dissertation unpacks the inductive process and results thereof that unfold 

throughout the duration of the project. Through a constantly adapting methodology, 

due to unforeseen site circumstances, the pandemic and questioning assumptions, 

the importance of a collaborative process in the journey towards meaning-making 

became clear. The semiotic nature of the lingua franca S’pitori is used to generate a 

method of design that develops spatial responses based off very specific phenomena 

translated into generic design interventions that allow more scenarios of 

appropriation. 

The methodology focused on prototyping as main spatial informant. The process of the 

prototyping was altered and readapted to either imitate the on-site prototyping process 

through individual prototyping or to cater for the unforeseen circumstances by 

including the collaborative prototyping in the technification stage of the project.

The role of interior architecture as a facilitator of meaning-making in informal 

settlements remains an obscure title but serves as a mediator between debated 

research practices of ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ approaches. The exploratory process 

embodies the notion of spatial agency which resulted in a proposed hand-made, self-

constructed spatial structure for the community of Plastic View by the community of 

Plastic View.
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- indexicality
/ɪnˈdɛksɪk(ə)l/

noun

1. the phenomenon of a sign pointing 

to some object in the context in which 

it occurs

2. relating to or denoting a word or 

expression whose meaning is 

dependent on the context in which it is 

used (such as here, you, me, that one 

there, or next Tuesday (Dictionary, 

2006).

3. Intersubjective associations of 

phenomena strongly influenced by 

space and context (Author, 2021). 

- interiority
/ɪnˌtɪərɪˈɒrɪti/

noun

1. the quality of being interior or 

inward.

2. subjectivity in space in terms of the 

connotations, denotations and 

appropriations of its inhabitants 

(McCarthy, 2005). 

3. inner life or substance : 

psychological existence (Dictionary, 

2006).

- informal settlement
/ɪnˈfɔːm(ə)l/ /ˈsɛt(ə)lm(ə)nt/

noun

1. a place, typically one which has 

previously been uninhabited, where 

people establish a community carried 

on by self-employed or independent 

people on a small scale, especially 

unofficially or illegally (Dictionary, 

2006).

2. an approach to spontaneous urban 

strategy (Moreleta Integration Project, 

2021).

- ethnography
/ɛθˈnɒɡrəfi/

noun

1. a branch of anthropology and the 

systematic study of individual cultures 

from the point of view of the subject of 

the study (Dictionary, 2006).

2. the scientific description of peoples 

and cultures with their customs, 

habits, and mutual differences 

(Muratovski, 2016).

v.

- disassemblable
/dɪsəˈsɛmb(ə)l/

adjective

1. a composition that can be taken 

apart or broken down into smaller 

pieces that assemble the larger 

composition (Dictionary, 2006).

2. in this project it refers to the spatial 

composition that can be broken down 

into a series of interfaces and 

deployable objects (Author, 2021). 

- interior architecture
/ɪnˈtɪərɪə/ - /ˈɑːkɪtɛktʃə/

noun

1. “interior architecture is the art and 

science of the design of designated 

spaces. It focuses on the needs of the 

user and the harmony between 

architectural spaces and the detailed 

design of spaces and life-style 

products.” (University of Pretoria, 

2017).

2. a human-centered approach to 

space making that enhances the 

rituals and phenomena that it 

responds to (Author, 2021). 
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- sit-thing
/sɪt/ - /θɪŋ/

noun

1. a mechanism that can be used as a 

sitting device. Building on the notion of  

a chair, a sit-thing becomes an 

adaptable element that can be used in 

various scenarios as an element of 

comfort (Author, 2021). 

vi.

- prototype
/ˈprəʊtətʌɪp/

noun

1. a first or preliminary version of a 

product or design from which other 

forms are developed (Dictionary, 

2006).

2. a method of bridging the gap 

between user and designer through a 

collaborative methodology (Author, 

2021). 

3. a approach to mediate ‘top-down’ 

and ‘bottom-up’ research 

methodologies (Author, 2021). 

- s'pitori
/s-pie-tawr-ee/

lingua franca

1. a linguistic composition of lexical 

items from multiple recognised 

languages 

2. an appropriation of terms, words 

and phrases that an agent of 

amalgamation where conflict arose 

between the various cultures and 

languages (Bornman et al, 2018:30).

3. Lingo present throughout the city of 

Tshwane and potential method of 

cultural mediation (Urban Citizen 

Studio Mamelodi, 2020).

- meaning-making
/ˈmiːnɪŋ/- /ˈmeɪkɪŋ/

noun

1. the process of making or producing 

something significant that is not 

directly expressed, an object of 

importance or a worthwhile quality; 

purpose

2. the essential qualities needed for 

something to put parts together or 

combine substances (Dictionary, 

2006).

3. The act of encoding and decoding 

by designers and inhabitants (Konigk, 

2015).  

- interface
/ˈɪntəfeɪs/

noun

1. a point where two systems, 

subjects, organizations, etc. meet and 

interact (Dictionary, 2006).

2. a spatial device that enables an 

interaction between users, rituals, 

systems, and appropriations. In the 

project it serves as a mediator or 

touchpoint between concepts, people 

and phenomena  (Author, 2021). 
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The current discipline of interior architecture, and the relevance thereof, is widely 

debated by various institutions and professionals. At this time, it is widely recognised 

within the residential, commercial and retail sectors, but it does not often feature 

within urban development frameworks or what is defined as ‘Global South’ or 

developing communities. McCarthy (2005: 118) defines interiority as an interaction 

between body and space and how the body associates and conflates within spatial 

experiences. This places interiority, and the field of interior architecture, at a very 

intimate level of engagement where the intimacy “is a shared but not a geographically 

coincident experience” (McCarthy, 2005: 118). This becomes extremely relevant in a 

context like South Africa where there is a prominent disconnect between design 

intention, user interpretation and ultimately user appropriation- as is showcased in the 

current RDP-housing discussion. This raises the question of the importance of cultural 

production, defined by Konigk (2015: 75-83) as a method of meaning-making in 

developing communities to bridge the gap between design intention and physical 

manifestation. Local lingo and indexicality, defined as the varying meanings of 

language depending on the context it is used in (Swiggers, 1985:919), becomes an 

intermediate platform for investigating hermeneutics as a study of interpretation and 

association (Konigk, 2015). The above mentioned becomes extensions of cultural 

production in such environments.  The intention of this project is to integrate the 

abstract concepts of interiority and indexicality with a tangible, spatial application in 

an attempt to provide an opportunity for meaning-making. The proposal focuses on 

indexicality as an incarnation of interiority, cultural production and semiotics (the 

physical manifestation), the spatial application (the need for meaning that resonates 

in developing communities) as well as the methodological approach to making these 

abstract theories palpable. 

Woodlane Village, known to the residents as Plastic View, in Moreleta Park, Pretoria 

East will serve as a case study for this investigation. Plastic View is an informal 

settlement that developed due to various complex systemic injustices. The settlement 

is currently home to various local and foreign inhabitants that rely on the settlement 

for shelter, jobs, basic resources and opportunities of all kinds (The Moreleta Park 

Integration Project, 2021). The settlement showcases permanent, temporary, solution 

and preferred inhabitation.  

The diversity within Plastic View sets the stage for various tensions, such as cultural 

and socio-economic tensions, that seeps through people’s behaviour and takes form 

in acts of violence, exclusion, demolition, looting and contributes to the overarching 

social imbalance (The Moreleta Park Integration Project, 2021). The large disconnect 

between the settlement and the surrounding area, which booms with estates and 

lavish new developments, creates a schism between the rich and layered constitution 

that the inhabitants sought refuge from and the reality that they were presented with 

(The Moreleta Park Integration Project, 2021).
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The Apartheid regime’s spatial planning of exclusion still holds various cultures and 

geographically placed groups on the outskirts of Pretoria’s metropolis (The Moreleta 

Park Integration Project, 2020). This is a contributing factor to the establishment of 

informal settlements in Pretoria as inhabitants need to be closer to work and 

opportunities for work. This cumulates to the general issue as a large component of 

people living in Plastic View are only doing so as a solution or means to an end. The 

dwellings are not initially intended as home but merely a space to survive (The 

Moreleta Park Integration Project, 2021). This issue gradually evolves into a more 

complex scenario during the inhabitation of the settlement as their lives become more 

engrained into the energy and agency that the settlement offers.

The spatial issue links directly to both the urban- and the general issue that stems 

from the generalisation of informal settlements as a whole. Not only is there a lack of 

human-centered spatial development within these settlements but the interventions 

become barred from the inhabitants and represent a distant ‘saviourism’ approach to 

development. The recognition of ethnography becomes a crucial aspect of spatial 

development and speaks to the evident lack of cultural production, as a semiotic 

manifestation of existing and potentially extrapolated meaning woven through the 

inhabitation of settlement. This also touches on the notion of responsive design 

(Atchen, 2019) that discerns existing structures and agencies that demonstrates 

intelligence despite informality. 

Figure 2: Diagrammatic representation of the contextual issues, highlighting the overlaps and possibilities of intervention (Author, 

2021).
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Figure 2 shows the distinct overlaps between the various issues presented in the 

informal settlement as language and communication skills that serve as vessels of job 

opportunities as well as an acknowledgement of the humane (linking to semiotics as a 

response to generalisation) and the lack of thresholds spaces that enable 

transformation. The common denominator between all the contextual issues is the 

lingua franca S’pitori. 

“We ran out here to make a life. I mean there is no place like home. But if home no 

longer feels like home, we are lost. We are a lost generation.” 

(De Vos & Banda, 2019).

Plastic View is a reflection of many complex systemic injustices found in South Africa 

and the overarching, brazenly blatant, challenge is viewing the case as more than just 

a statistically relevant or legally breached scenario but acknowledging the very 

humane aspects of inhabiting a space in such circumstances. The personal histories 

and collective narratives found in Plastic View display a vast amount of perseverance 

and competence that is in need of recognition and exploration. 

The aim of this research is to identify what value interiority and local lingo can 

contribute to the manifestation of meaning in developing communities. By 

interrogating the correlation between sociolinguistics and cultural production in space, 

meaning-making gains focus and becomes an integral part of the development 

process. The urban lingua franca S’pitori offers the opportunity of a semiotic approach 

to communication compositions and will be used as a model to develop a spatial 

semiotic approach to meaning-making. Bornman et al. (2018:30) define S’pitori as a 

linguistic composition of lexical items from multiple recognised languages found in the 

South African constitution. A study conducted by the honours Urban Citizenship Studio 

in February 2020 brought to light the rich foundation for language within Mamelodi’s 

educational landscape (Urban Citizen Studio Mamelodi, 2020). S’pitori acted as an 

agent of amalgamation where conflict arose between the various cultures and 

languages found in the school. The scenario at Tsako Thabo Secondary School 

(Mamelodi) becomes a precedent of small-scale intervention tackling larger-scale 

complex social truths. In this way, the research proposal intends to tackle a contextual 

issue through a semiotic approach and provides an opportunity for interiority to 

manifest through indexicality by doing so.  

The investigation consists of 3 research questions that address the various scales of 

spatial intervention targeted in this project. These research questions all relate to the 

main investigation focus of the project but targets different aspects that will take place 

in different stages of the project.

What is the role of interior architecture, as an agent of meaning-making, in an informal 

settlement that is host to both temporal and permanent inhabitants of ethnographic 

variety?
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How can the semiotic/indexical nature of S’pitori inform the physical manifestation of 

meaning-making through a collaborative exploration of spatial agency in an informal 

settlement with ethnographic variety?

How can an iterative technification process through prototyping and analysis serve as 

an agent of semiotic cultural production by including the users as continuous core 

informants and collaborators?

The interrelation of these concepts and their possible physical manifestations can if 

proven pertinent, serve as a confirmation for the need for interior architecture as a 

discipline within developing communities. 

The project is situated within a larger ongoing research project conducted by the 

University of Pretoria’s Department of Architecture, Unit of Urban Citizenship called 

The Moreleta Park Integration Project. This project has the privilege of being part of 

the annual Reality Studio as hosted by the Chalmers University of Technology in 

Sweden. The theme for this year’s Reality Studio projects is ‘Designing for Dignity’ and 

encourages a collaborative design process to generate human-centered, responsive 

design outcomes. 

Together with students from the Chalmers University of Technology, honours students 

from the University of Pretoria who take part in the Unit of Urban Citizenship and fellow 

masters students we will undertake a vigorous mapping with the intention of 

conducting a process of prototyping. All the work done as a larger unit contributes to 

the individual project and provides a valuable platform for communal growth that 

stems from the participatory action research methodology. 

Figure 3: Diagrammatic representation of collaborators’ involvement during the year (Author, 2021).
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Figure 4: Diagrammatic representation of individual project methodology, timeline and key dates for Q1 & Q2 (Author, 2021).

The research will take place in the constructivist paradigm that by its nature promotes 

qualitative data collection (Adom et al, 2016). The paradigm stems from the 

interpretivist paradigm that is more concentrated on the uniqueness of a distinct 

context and the circumstances that contribute to the underlying depth of the 

idiosyncratic characteristics (Kaplan & Maxwell, 1994). 

There are various methods of executing a qualitative research methodology. A case 

study (Stake, 1995) is proposed to ensure that the importance of the individualistic 

core of the research does not go unchecked. 

Honebein (1996) defined the constructivism paradigm as a research credo by which 

one recognises individual understandings and knowledge of phenomena and 

experiences as constructed by the people that experience it. This is based on the 

notion that people experience phenomena based on their experiences and what they 

have learnt (or still carry with them) from it (Cashman et al, 2008; Hein, 1991).

The research questions are aimed directly at the impact the field of interior 

architecture could have within a developing community. In an attempt to demonstrate 

this on a tangible level an intrinsic case study will be used as well as a process of 

collaboration with willing participants from Plastic View. 

Along with the group methodology, the individual project methodology is based on 

work done by Teo Yi Siang & The Interaction Foundation (2020) that structures the 

design process as outlined in Figure 4. This process becomes more rhizomatic than 

linear and allows an iterative design and technification process. The project requires a 

deep immersion into site and context throughout and thus the research methodology 

might adapt based on the needs of the project. 
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Figure 5: Visual representation of group methodology (Adapted from Howard and Somerville 2014, Sanders and Stapers 2014, 

Saldana 2013).

The research falls within the Urban Citizenship Studio’s ethical clearance as an 

extension of the Department of Architecture of the University of Pretoria (Reference 

number: EBIT/259/2020). The research conducted was done so in compliance with 

the University of Pretoria’s code of ethics. All information gathered is stored safely and 

all published information was done so with the permission of the collaborators and 

participants. When conducting the research on site participants were given a clear 

choice to participate and could terminate the conversation at any point during the 

process. The intent of the research was declared upfront and the researcher tried to 

sustain a transparent relationship about the use of information and implications of 

participation. All sensitive imagery used are published and in the public domain. 

Images taken on site were done so with permission and used to depict the realities of 

life in the settlement. The intention is not to romanticise these scenarios, but the aim 

of the project is to respond to these realities. 

The use of qualitative data capturing, a method closely corresponding to the 

constructivist paradigm, will enable the investigation in a humane and benevolent 

manner.  This becomes the medium in which the research will be conducted to 

demonstrate the relevance of the field of interior architecture in developing 

communities. Proposed data collection methods include personal interviews, direct 

observations, explorative scenarios, charettes and interactive participation with the 

willing participants in Plastic View. Please refer to Figure 6 for a detailed diagram 

demonstrating the data collection and analysis methods. 

Stake (1995) stated that an intrinsic case study is relevant when the investigation is 

dependent on a better understanding of a specific case as is the scenario in this 

research project (Yin, 2014). The process of collaboration is based on Howard and 

Somerville’s (2014) model of participatory action research as outlined in Figure 5. The 

research conducted and collaborative sessions will serve as informants for an end-

design that aims to illustrate a semiotic approach to space-making.
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Figure 6: Visual representation of data collection and analysis (Author, 2021).

Literature pertaining to indexicality and linguistics with relevance to interiority will be 

considered and analysed as well as literature from interior sources that relates directly 

to cultural production and semiotics. These will be critically assessed through the lens 

of interior architecture in the context of developing communities and will serve as the 

theoretical framework for the research. Figure 7 shows the critical sources that serve 

as a base for the theoretical framework. 

Figure 7: Diagrammatic representation to situate project theoretically within current discourse as well as the University of 

Pretoria’s Department of Architecture’s research fields (Author, 2021).
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According to Vitruvius’ myth, the conjoined origin of architecture and language stems 

from the universal narrative of man discovering fire (Vitruvius, Cesariano and Bruschi, 

1981). There is profound harmony between language and space as can be derived 

from the “prehistoric production of structure and meaning” that also introduces the 

act of interpretation (Parry, 2017: 125). This notion transcends western boundaries 

and becomes relevant across various cultures as it speaks about the interpretation 

and association of ubiquitous phenomena. Eckert (2019: 751-776) justifies language 

as a social practice by stating that it is a conversation between structure and agency. 

In her writings it becomes evident that the current structural focus on linguistics leads 

to static conducts of meaning and by emphasising sociolinguistics and indexicality, 

with a specific eye on lingo, the concept of creating meaning becomes fluid and 

responsive. This directly translates into an interaction and touches on indexicality as 

‘associativeness’ (Eckert, 2019: 776).  The user of the language, or space as an 

extension of the argument, becomes the core driver in the interaction and 

interpretation or internalisation thereof which becomes a first-hand manifestation of 

interiority.  

The importance of constructing meaning in space cannot be emphasised enough as it 

becomes the dialect between space and end-user. Hermeneutics in terms of interiority 

refers to the visual- and spatial encoding and decoding by both designer and 

inhabitant (Janz, 2017). Vaikla-Poldma (2013: 103), to demonstrate a post-structural 

stance, states that spaces are experienced through time and within our personal and 

social lived contexts, thus each individual moving through a space will experience it 

differently than the next. It can therefore be said that each person interprets the space 

according to their idiosyncratic associations. With this perspective on design, the 

physical manifestation of meaning in an interior truly becomes a ‘geometry of 

intimacy’ (McCarthy, 2005: 114). A semiotic approach to constructing meaning 

recognises that meaning is an idiosyncratic concept and that different objects 

resonate differently within varying social groups (Gottdiener, 1985: 979). When 

semiotics is made evident in the design process it becomes a binding element for the 

informing narratives, design intention, physical manifestation thereof and the user’s 

interpretation. In an aim to elicit meaningful experiences Sebeok (1974) argues that 

semiotics can be used as the ontological approach to tackle mass cultural production.  

The end goal of this would be to encourage projects that truly resonate with the user 

and transforms into long-term sustainable implementations.

The need for an architecture that is responsive and relatable cannot be emphasised 

enough as clarified by Marschall (1998) as a resource of association. She continues to 

state the importance thereof in a developing country like South Africa where the 

Apartheid regime left quite a discouraged and detached residue (Marschall, 1998).  

Sanders (2000) also states that South African architecture should aim to be 

responsive not just to its physical context, but the cultural landscape and metaphysical 

domain. 
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Returning to Marschall’s (1998) publication she continues to elaborate on the 

possibilities of this ‘resonating agency’ through collaborative participation. This 

creates miscellaneous opportunities for the development of meaning-making on a 

scale that will be accessible to the people it aims to reach. Hamdi (2004) elaborates 

on the possibilities of small-scale intervention in his critically acclaimed Small Change

that establishes an initial foundation for small-scale interventions that have multi-

scalar implications. If this is combined with Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) scales of human 

engagement a spatial implementation of interior scale has the potential to address 

cultural production that stems from a human-scale and grows to a community-scale. 

Bosman (2017) strongly builds on this argument by concluding that user’s value of 

space harmonises with its ability to evoke cultural relevance. This ties back into 

Konigk’s (2015) semiotic approach to cultural production and meaning-making in the 

field of interior architecture. Figure 8 elaborates on the various concepts across the 

scales, as defined by Bronfenbrenner (2005), as a method of using the semiotic 

nature of language as a method of meaning-making. This approach combined with a 

participatory action research methodology sets up the journey towards meaning-

making. 

Figure 8: Diagrammatic representation of the theoretical framework mapped out across the various scales of human engagement 

as defined by Bronfenbrenner (2015) as a method of using the notions of indexicality and interiority as a point of departure for 

meaning-making. The various scales allows for an interpretation of both indexicality and interiority as a process of generalising 

specific inputs that allow specific interpretations and appropriations. Diagram based on theories by Bronfenbrenner (2005), 

Castells (2011), Cronje (2020) and Murray Gell-Mann (2014).
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The contextual issues highlighted the potential of the language model that is present 

within the settlement and how it can be used to inform a design that addresses the 

need for meaning-making. An initial analysis of the language model on site brought to 

light the appropriation and adaptation of various native languages to morph into a 

‘lingo’ that allows various indigenous people to overcome communication barriers. 

This form of communication enables copious scenarios of interaction and exchange 

valued by the community. As an extension of the urban issue, the role of 

communication also becomes a crucial tool of mediation in a context of vast diversity 

and possible conflict. As a response to the lingering tension in the settlement a 

leadership structure was developed from long term inhabitants in collaboration with 

an invested NGO, SACaresForLife. The investigation into the communication model on 

site surfaced a variety of rituals facilitated by the appropriation of indigenous 

phenomena. These phenomena became the point of departure for further 

investigation into key themes identified as knowledge transferal, the community 

leadership structure, methods of overcoming language barriers and enabling all of the 

above by simply facilitating a conversation. 

Figure 9: Diagrammatic representation of the combined project methodology that becomes the various stages on this base 

diagram with the various scales acting as host to the design informants and sets up the dichotomous journey towards meaning-

making. The project stages are an amalgamation of the various research methodologies that inform the inductive study. Diagram

based on theories by Bronfenbrenner (2005), Castells (2011), Cronje (2020), Howard and Somerville (2014), Murray Gell-Mann 

(2014), Sanders and Stapers (2014), Saldana (2013).
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Figure 12: The community office was located on the edge of the informal settlement and is known among the community as a 

safe space for mediation, knowledge transferal and expression (Moreleta Park Integration Project, 2021). 

Figure 11: Mapping out these scenarios of knowledge exchange it became evident that indigenous knowledges brought to the 

settlement from all over the continent were being adapted and appropriated to the needs and desires of the settlement (Author, 

2021). 

Figure 10: Photos from site that showcase the various scenarios used for knowledge exchange: a common phenomena that forma 

part of the everyday rituals of the inhabitants of the settlement (Moreleta Park Integration Project, 2021). 

COMMUNITY OFFICE
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Figure 15: Plastic View is host to various nationalities and languages and in an attempt to overcome language barriers people 

have started learning words and sounds in an attempt to understand their co-inhabitants. This lead to a language model that is 

based on appropriation and association. This is enabled by the origins of the various languages that have overlaps and the effort 

from the community to learn and teach language. The intention is to use this model in the design process as a method of 

designing for idiosyncratic interpretation (Author, 2021).

Figure 13: Diagrammatic representation of The Power of the Father community leadership structure (Author, 2021). 

Figure 14: The community leadership becomes a scenario that addresses phenomena in the settlement across the various scales 

of human engagement  (Author, 2021). 
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Figure 18: An investigation into the language of sit-things in the settlement brought to light the layered approach to making

a sit-thing that consists from interchangeable existing objects such as beer crates and buckets combined with interchangeable 

found objects on site that could serve as a seat. These sit things hosts all the above mentioned by simply enabling a conversation 

(Moreleta Park Integration Project, 2021).

Figure 16: Diagrammatic representation of the communication model on site (Author, 2021).

Figure 17: On site communication model mapped across the various scales to highlight language as a model for semiotic 

meaning-making by developing from specific (individualistic) to a generic interface that allows further specific interpretation and 

adaptation (Author, 2021).
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Figure 19: Synthesis of initial contextual analysis as mapped across the base diagram that brings together the theoretical 

influence, contextual informants and combined project methodology (Author, 2021).

Figure 20: Overlaying these informants over the base diagram highlights the opportunities for intervention, client and strategy. 

This is supported by the inductive nature of the project (Author, 2021).
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Figures 19 & 20 show the sequence of programme and site selection. Informed by the 

contextual analysis, the programme stems from existing meaningful rituals and builds 

on the notion of agency and participation. The client, SACaresForLife, and the 

inhabitants of Plastic View are the main informants of the programme. Their initiative 

'The Power of the Father' is a training programme that serves as a vessel of skills 

transferal whereby existing leaders of the settlement train possible new leaders who 

have been voted for by the community. This combined with the existing programme of 

the community office, being a space of mediation and expression, becomes the main 

programme of the design intervention. The community office was built and demolished 

in 2021 and the space still resonates as a beacon of communal mediation and 

knowledge exchange. The programme becomes a direct response to the contextual 

issues by addressing mediation of ethnographic diversity by building on the indexical 

and interior models found on site. 

Figure 21: Selected site. Graphic adapted from drone footage taken by the Moreleta Park Integration Project (2021).
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Figure 22: Diagrammatic representation of the main programme of the space that is threefold, consisting of mediation, knowledge 

transferal and expression. All of the above mentioned are extensions of the existing community office and leadership structure. 

(Author, 2021).

Figure 23: The design takes an object-interface-space-system approach to address multi-scalar spatial agency across the

settlement that will host the main programme being the community office as well as enabling various scenarios of appropriation.

The intervention will consist of objects that, when compiled, makes up a series of interfaces that create a space that forms part of 

a larger system. This approach to the design is a response to the multi-scalar agency present in the settlement and will allow for a 

main programme – being the community office – as well as other scenarios of appropriation and adaptation (Author, 2021).
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The inductive nature of the study provided the opportunity for an initial investigation 

into the context that gave life to project methodology and the theoretical framework. 

The research project is a direct response to the contextual issues that address an 

essential semiotic approach to meaning-making. The initial investigation brought to 

light mutual phenomena of indexicality and interiority as a rich and complex structure 

of creating meaning. Pretoria’s local lingo, S’pitori, provides an opportunity for a 

vigorous investigation into both these concepts and will serve as the arena for the 

research. By using a case study, within the constructivist paradigm, the theoretical 

backing and research can manifest itself in a vibrant, tangible outcome that was 

formed by the community for the community. The outcome can evoke an intimate 

relation between user and space and validate indexicality and interiority in a physical, 

spatial realm. It is through this that the role of interior architecture can be justified in 

developing communities as a method of cultural production.

Figure 24: The language model serves as a design informant that enables specific backgrounds to be combined into generic 

responses that allows idiosyncratic interpretation and thus reflects the common denominator between indexicality and interiority. 

It also sets up this journey towards meaning making as the role of the interior architect in informal settlements as facilitator of 

this process. (Author, 2021).
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Figure 25: Project Collage 2 (Author 2021).

Indexicality & InteriorityIndexicality & Interiority
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The research focus of the project is towards the possible role that interior architecture 

can play in informal settlements as an agent of meaning-making. With an intrinsic 

case study set in Plastic View, the project makes use of a collaborative process for the 

research-, design- and technification phases. Essay 2 serves as a speculative design 

inquiry as a response to a vigorous investigation of the site and introduces the design 

process as a series of iterative charettes. In this essay the inductive procession from 

contextual informants, theoretical overlay, design argument and precedent analysis to 

the initial physical manifestation thereof will be unpacked. The first two phases of 

prototyping will be discussed as well as the unfortunate impact of the pandemic and 

site conditions on the process. This essay will serve as an intuitive exploration that 

builds on the information that surfaced in essay 1 and focus on the applied aspects of 

the research project in the design phase.

The first essay outlined the research intentions and initial contextual informants that 

set the scene for the research and shaped the project parameters as illustrated in 

Figure 1. The brief is derived from an initial immersion into the context and related 

phenomena that brought to light the rich and layered nature of the settlement. This 

project serves as a deliberation of the role of interior architecture in informal 

settlements by addressing cultural production as a case study of an object-space-

system approach to mediation, knowledge transferal and expression. 

Figure 26: Visual representation of design brief as developed in essay 1, mapped across the base diagram. The brief was derived 

from an initial contextual analysis and combined with the theoretical premise (Author, 2021). 
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The project aims to bridge design intention and user interpretation by including the 

inhabitants as constant collaborators and core informants. Informed by existing 

narratives and rituals on site the project design aims to enable ‘a new indigenous’ that 

speaks to the transformative nature of Plastic View and uses the language model of 

appropriation as a method of semiotic meaning-making. This allows generic 

interventions to evoke idiosyncratic experiences and associations through adaptation 

and expansion. This directly addresses the role of the interior architect as it speaks to 

a very human-scaled intervention that strives to enable multi-scalar spatial agency. To 

achieve this a main spatial composition is proposed that becomes ‘disassemblable’ in 

its use as it can be taken apart into individual interfaces and deployable objects that 

can be used in various other scenarios of appropriation. As meaning-making is a highly 

subjective phenomena the design thinking will be based on informed assumptions and 

the true analysis thereof comes with the analysis of scaled prototypes and scenario 

testing. 

The project aims to investigate, analyse and spatially translate the unique phenomena 

of Plastic View through prototyping and collaborative efforts in an attempt to generate 

meaning through a proposed community office space. Through workshops conducted 

with community members (inhabitants of the site) an iterative design approach will be 

the main driver of the design strategy. Using the semiotic nature of the language 

model on site as a method of induction (making the generic specific to each user) the 

design strategy also enables the deconstruction and appropriated use of the 

intervention. The spatial composition is freestanding in its nature (due to the 

disassemblable nature thereof) and can be used in various scenarios. To illustrate the 

intervention in use and appropriation, various scenarios will be used to reflect the 

natural progression of events.

The client, NGO SACaresForLife, and the inhabitants of Plastic View are the main 

informants of the programme. Their initiative 'The Power of the Father' is a training 

programme where existing leaders of the settlement train possible new leaders and 

serves as a vessel of skills transferal. This combined with the programme of the 

community office (that was demolished earlier this year by the Tshwane Metro Police) 

becomes the main programme of the intervention. This integrated with the initial 

contextual analysis from the research phase of the project creates the base for the 

rest of the informants. Case studies from site will be used to investigate the physical 

manifestation of meaning in the settlement as well as a stakeholder- and ritual 

analysis. These will inform a precedent analysis that will serve as informants to the 

design development phase of the project.

The design criteria is a response to both the current theoretical understanding and on-

site findings that contribute to an initial approach and serves as a spine for the project 

to grow from. Going into the design phase, this criteria steers the direction of the 

design process whilst still allowing for some expansion. Thus far it has been a process 

of reiteration and reassessing assumptions and therefore the criteria, theoretical 

synthesis and methodology continues to adapt as the project progresses. 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



This allows the process to bring to light important concepts, scenarios and informants 

that contribute to all the above mentioned. The criteria will dictate the contextual 

analysis and further design investigation that comes after to allow for the authentic 

intuitive exploration to continue. This will however all play out on the same base-

diagram to ensure consistency and enable growth.

The design criteria can be categorised into two sections: firstly, the project criteria that 

speaks to the contextual, theoretical and spatial requirements that surfaces during 

the initial inquiry in essay 1. Secondly, the procedural criteria that ensures that the 

process followed throughout the project encompasses the methodology whilst allowing 

adaptation where necessary.

Figure 27: Graphic representation of the two components of the criteria: project criteria and procedural criteria. The criteria was 

derived from the initial immersion into the context and serves as a base that steers the design development phase without 

dictating its outcomes (Author, 2021).
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The design needs to comply with all relevant bylaws and restrictions of the settlement 

as well as the necessary SANS 10400 building requirements relevant to a free-

standing structure. Plastic View is a legalised informal settlement but is still restricted 

in terms of new construction as no new permanent structures are allowed on site. The 

design intervention will comply with current legislation whilst maintaining structural 

integrity. The relevant legislations will be discussed as the design progresses but will 

be constantly consulted to ensure that the design proposals comply therewith.  

As a free-standing spatial composition, the design needs to be able to withstand the 

threats faced by exterior interventions like natural elements and weather conditions. 

The design needs to enable deconstruction that is accessible wherein the construction 

and assembly should be reflect the notion of spatial agency and be built with on-site 

materials and objects. The assembly and disassembly of the design should not be 

dependent on professional presence but enable user autonomy. 

The process and implementation should comply with the existing nature of the 

settlement's leadership structure as well as their process of mediation and knowledge 

transferal whilst enabling further adaptation and interpretation thereof. The design 

should in its process not impose on any aspect of the site, rituals or inhabitants 

thereof but rather enhance the experiences through spatial experiences. 

Whilst the design needs to comply with large scale restrictions like site legislations and 

the SANS 10400 regulations the interventions should still reflect a human-centered

design approach that places the user at the centre of the design process. As an 

extension thereof the design should include the inhabitants as core informants and 

collaborators during research, the iterative design process, construction and analysis. 

There should be various feedback sessions to ensure the project does not stray from 

the original intent (feedback from both client, inhabitant and professional). The design 

needs to showcase a thorough iterative design process informed and analysed by both 

theoretical influences and contextual influences.

The design should reflect the semiotic nature of the language model on site as a 

method of idiosyncratic, yet communal, interpretation, association and adaptation. 

The design must reflect the layered and temporal nature of the settlement. The project 

sets the scene for a dialogue between a bottom up and top-down approach. As the 

projects builds on a very specialised field of theory and makes use of a collaborative 

methodology there is a conversation between the very poetic and the very pragmatic 

elements of the industry. This duality of bottom-up and top-down approaches are 

evident throughout the entire project. With the top-down approach “the starting point 

is the authoritative decision” (Matland, 1995: 146) whereas the bottom-down 

approach recognises and values the opinions of the local implementers and 

inhabitants (Berman, 1978: 156). The design should reflect a bottom-up design and 

construction process whilst still being theoretically grounded in, and building on, 

current discourse. 
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Figure 29: The mediation of the ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ approaches creates a vital bridge between the designer and end-user 

or inhabitant of the proposed spaces. (Author, 2021).

The design criteria will be used throughout the process as a method of analysis and 

iteration to ensure design responses are relevant to context and inhabitants as well as 

the larger research questions and theoretical premise. 

Figure 28: The project makes use of aspect that can be defined as both ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ approaches. This Figure 

depicts these aspects and where they fit in to enhance the research project (Author, 2021).
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The project is set up to tackle abstract concepts and intangible experiences and can 

not be explained at the hand of traditional site analysis. In the first essay phenomena 

relevant to these abstract concepts were discussed which then informed the design 

criteria as explained above. This highlighted the gaps in contextual informants that 

need further exploration to enhance the design responses.  

Plastic View is a legalised, but not yet legitimised informal settlement. This means that 

the existing structures on the premise may not be removed but no new permanent 

structures are allowed to be erected. There are also no municipal services like water, 

electricity or waste removal. This comes under contest by the client, SACaresForLife. 

The NGO has been active since the early developmental days of the settlement that 

strives to aid in everyday life aspects for the betterment of the inhabitants’ livelihoods 

(SAcares, 2021). The organisation has since its involvement in the settlement built a 

school, aided in the development of the community leadership structure and 

conducted a numerous amount of initiatives throughout the settlement such as 

vegetable gardens, access to books and cooking courses. The organisation is known 

among the community members as a helping hand and comes with a strong set of 

connections in the settlement. Figure 30 indicates all the stakeholders relevant to the 

project and Figure # shows when the stakeholders will be involved throughout the 

project.

Figure 30: Diagrammatic representation of the complex system of stakeholders and collaborators that are involved in the 

settlement. The stakeholders are depicted across the spectrum of internal, external, supportive and contestant. (Author, 2021).
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As the settlement is host to a complex dynamic of the inhabitants and the project 

targets meaning-making, case studies will be used to analyse the self-made 

environment at the hand of existing meaning in the settlement. These will serve as key 

informants in the design process as it will give an insider’s peek at how spaces in the 

settlement are composed and used and appropriated. The case studies were chosen 

throughout the first phase of the project whilst spending sufficient time on site by 

taking phenomena that is often repeated or found regularly throughout the settlement. 

This serves to represent the ‘bottom-up’ end of the spectrum in the design informants.

Figure 31: Visual representation of the stakeholders and collaborators’ involvement in the research project. (Author, 2021).

The community office is situated on the far end of the settlement next to a large open 

space that is used by the community for large gatherings and events. The structure 

serves as a base for the community leadership to conduct their business from. The 

leadership structure in the settlement developed as a response to problems faced by 

the community and has since become a beacon of familiarity and safety in the 

community. 

Figure 32: Timeline of the construction, use and demolishment of the community office (Author, 2021).
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Figure 33: The rituals exercised in the existing community office was that of mediation, knowledge transferal and expression. The 

next series of Figures will unpack each respectively (Author, 2021).

Figure 34: Diagrammatic representation of the mediation process as it took place in the community office (Author, 2021).

Figure 35: Diagrammatic representation of the knowledge transferal process as it took place in the settlement (Author, 2021).
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Figure 36: Scenarios of expression found across the settlement (Author, 2021).
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This spatial composition is present throughout the entire settlement. As there are very 

limited services in the settlement a fire becomes a key element in the daily domestic 

activities of the inhabitants such as cooking and heat production. It also demonstrated 

becoming a universal symbol of communal engagement. Social gatherings, talks, 

education, gameplay and many key moments in the settlements happens around a 

fire. 

Figure 37: Spatial requirements of the existing community office mapped out across the various programmes and design 

approach of an object-interface-space approach to space making (Author, 2021).

Figure 38: An example from site that shows the typical layout of a communal fireplace. The space is not owned by anyone and 

cannot be used as a home or rented space. This confirms the value placed in a social gathering space by the community (Author, 

2021).
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Figure 40: Analysis graphic that shows various scenarios of fire-building found across the settlement. The word, ‘atmosvuurtjie’ 

was assigned to the fire-scenarios throughout the project by the author and collaborators. It is a slang that consist of 

‘atmosphere’ and ‘fire’ combined into ‘atmosvuurtjie’ (Author, 2021).

Figure 41: Diagrammatic representation of the ritual in the settlement of building a fire (Author, 2021).

Figure 39: Diagrammatic representation of the typical layout of a communal fire space found throughout the settlement. The 

spaces are made up of a centralised fire pit with seating and a barrier between the space and its surroundings. This becomes a 

key informant going into the design phase of the project (Author, 2021).
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Two pieces of clothing were hand made by a member of the community for a wedding 

and a birthday. This was a gift to the author and partner as a sign of good faith and 

beginning of a very fruitful relationship. The birthday gift was a pair of pants that 

unfortunately ripped during the birthday celebration and upon inquiry to fix the pants 

the community member responded with a new design wherein the pants can rip yet 

remain wearable. This is a strong nod to the responsive and appropriated agency that 

seeps through every aspect in the settlement and the compassion that comes with a 

collaborative exploration. 

The sit-thing is a paramount phenomenon in the settlement that enables all the main 

programmes that the project strives to address. By simply enabling a conversation the 

sit-things accommodates the mediation process, knowledge transferal as well as 

expressive conversations. The notion of Plastic City-ing comes through in this case 

study as a found object is used as a base for the sit-thing combined with an element 

that created comfort. 

The case studies gave a pragmatic insight to rituals on site that enable mediation, 

knowledge transferral and expression. Informed by these rituals, the proposed 

programme for the design intervention developed as depicted in Figure 43.

Figure 42: Analysis graphic that shows various scenarios of sitting found across the settlement. The word, ‘Plastic City-ing’ was 

assigned to the sitting-scenarios throughout the project by the author and collaborators. It is a slang that consist of ‘Plastic City’ 

and ‘sitting’ combined into ‘Plastic City-ing’ (Author, 2021).

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



The precedents serve as the ‘top-down’ spectrum of the design informants as both 

precedents were designed and executed by professionals and students respectively. 

The precedents will be analysed according to the object-interface-space-system 

approach to design interventions. 

–

This intervention on site serves as the first round of prototyping in the project. 

Conducted with The Moreleta Park Integration Project group, the intervention’s 

intention was to serve as a platform of engagement between researchers and 

members of the community. Although there were sessions for input and feedback from 

the community, the authorship of the design and execution thereof remained with the 

students. The design was informed by the site but did not undergo a collaborative 

process. 

Figure 43: The case studies informed the design intervention’s proposed programme as extensions of the existing community 

office space. This is overlayed with the design approach of an object-interface-space-system approach to space making. The figure 

depicts the spatial requirements of each and spatial agency and potential for growth become possible expansions of the 

programme (Author, 2021).
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Figure 44: Diagrammatic representation of the design and construction phase that lead up to the construction of the prototype 

(Author, 2021).

Figure 45: Diagrammatic representation of the construction, use and demolishment timeline for the Platform of Engagement 

(Author, 2021).

Figure 46: Initial investigations of possible design to be implemented. The main aim of the prototype was to create a structure 

that can be appropriated and further expanded on (The Moreleta Park Integration Project, 2021).
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Figure 47: Diagrammatic representation of the influences and principles intended with the construction of the prototype. These 

are measured with the execution thereof and how it responds to the informants (The Moreleta Park Integration Project, 2021).

Figure 48: Visual explanation of the process followed to ultimately construct the prototype on site. Note that there were feedback 

sessions with the community but no collaborative process (The Moreleta Park Integration Project, 2021).
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Figure 49: Visual explanation of the considerations of each phase (The Moreleta Park Integration Project, 2021).

Figure 50: Diagrammatic representation of the precedent analysed according to the object-interface-space-system design 

approach. The precedent became an informant for scalable objects such as joint details, structural elements and part of the 

prototype that can be used in the design resolution (Author, 2021).

Figure 51: Fixing method that showcases a bridge between ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ approaches by using materials found on 

site and applying expert knowledge (the 100mm spacer) to ensure structural integrity (The Moreleta Park Integration Project, 

2021).
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Figure 52: A reflection on the process brought to light three main informants going forward in the research project. The 

importance of collaboration is highlighted by the later decay of the prototype (Author, 2021).

Figure 53: The prototype’s intention on site was to serve as a precedent of structural interventions that can be built with materials 

that can be sourced from the settlement. The photograph in the left is a structure that was built after the prototype and used the 

contrition methods to build a double storey (The Moreleta Park Integration Project, 2021).
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This freestanding design intervention was constructed in 2019 as an expression of 

local design and autonomy (ArchDaily, 2020). Composed of a framework that hosts 

deployable seating devices, the intervention responds to the rituals that it enables. 

The more people present, the more open and accessible the space becomes but can 

also be used as an enclosed space for more intimate gatherings. 

Figure 54: Visual representation of the precedent and diagrammatic explanation of how the space becomes ‘disassemblable’ 

(ArchDaily, 2020). 
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Figure 56: Diagrammatic representation of the informants taken from the precedent. Building on the previous precedent, process 

of production and embedded meaning are added as informants. The concepts and ideas will be reworked to become site and user 

specific (Author, 2021). 

Figure 55: Graphic explanation of the design informants taken from the precedents. These informants will serve as a base 

concept that will be made contextually and user specific through a collaborative process Adapted from ArchDaily (Author, 2021). 
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The design process kicks off with the second round of prototyping as iterations on an 

initial generic design response. The initial design response is an extension of the 

object-interface-space-system approach to design combined with the specific rituals 

and suggested programmes for the intervention. The spatial composition (that makes 

up the proposed Community Office) would be ‘disassemblable’ into different elements 

that make up the larger configuration. This creates the base for the design charette 

that followed to further develop the spatial application of the research project. 

As a response to the object-interface-space-system approach to the proposed 

community office as well as the design informants the initial design response was 

creating a sit-thing that fits into an interface that makes up a pavilion that becomes 

the community office. The community met the initial response with great enthusiasm 

and the design process continued with an at home ‘mock’ prototyping charette (due to 

the third wave of the pandemic) that serves as the second step in the iterative design 

process.

The initial design development methodology focused on the ideate phase to reflect 

sections of the larger overall methodology in an attempt at an iterative design process 

through prototyping. The prototyping was intended as collaborative sessions to ensure 

a continuous conversation between designer and inhabitant. To create a counter 

argument with this, a design charette with peers was suggested with simultaneous 

precedent analysis and further prototyping of design elements. 

Figure 57: Visual representation of the initial design response as a series of interfaces and deployable objects. The interfaces are 

constructed from assembled deployable sit-things that work with existing objects on site (Author, 2021).
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Unfortunately, the site work had to be terminated during this phase due to the 

pandemic and site conditions as several students working in the settlement tested 

positive for the virus. To ensure the safety of the inhabitants as well as the students, it 

was decided as a unit to suspend site work until it was deemed safe again to do so. 

Shortly thereafter a devastating fire broke out in the settlement that refocused site 

work to fire aid and emergency responses. The methodology adapted to remain true to 

the project intentions and reshaped into an at home exploration of space-making with 

found objects. 

Figure 58: Diagrammatic representation of the intended methodology (Author, 2021).

Figure 59: Diagrammatic representation of the adapted methodology (Author, 2021).
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The aim of the second round of prototyping was to create a spatial response that 

stemmed from the design approach and contextual informants. The charette started 

with gathering materials that represent found materials on site to imitate the intended 

prototyping process. Then creating a structure that responds to the various layers of 

the initial design approach as a space composed from a series of interfaces with 

deployable objects. Experimenting with various ‘found objects’ towards creating a 

conceptual response that explored notions of ephemerality, layered interfaces, 

deployability and expansion. This series of prototypes serve as a very explorative and 

instinctive response to the design process that had to rapidly adapt to circumstances.  

Figure 60: Visual explanation of the process followed in this intuitive exploration of space making (Author, 2021).

Figure 61: Series of photographs of the first round dedicated to creating a conceptual response. The ‘found objects’ were 

configured and reconfigured into various compositions in an attempt to reflect the adaptability and notions of agency that are 

core concepts in the project (Author, 2021).
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Figure 62: Series of photographs showing the conceptual response: the woven layers speak to the inherit link to indigenous crafts 

and the flowers of the ephemeral nature of adapting spaces (Author, 2021).
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Figure 63: Series of photographs that show the inner sleeve as a transparent layer with written text. This emphasised the 

potential of a two-way communication interface with the shadows as a means of projecting ideas. (Author, 2021).

Figure 64: Series of photographs that show the first iteration of the outer sleeve as a woven interface. This was an attempt to 

replicate an indigenous craft method and the shadows cast created a poetic interior space. The interface lacked structural 

integrity for the deployable objects (Author, 2021).
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Figure 65: Series of photographs that show the second iteration of the outer sleeve as a solid interface with cut-outs for potential 

deployable objects to be fitted into. This was an iteration on the previous maquette that allowed more structural integrity (Author, 

2021).

Figure 66: These photographs show the interface and loose objects respectively and in use. The idea was to create an interface 

that could host objects that when taken out can be ‘unrolled’ and used (Author, 2021).
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Figure 67: Series of photographs that show the third iteration of the outer sleeve as explained in the previous caption. The 

interface creates a decorative element and poetic play of light combined with the inner transparent sleeve (Author, 2021).

Figure 68: Diagrammatic representation of the second prototyping phase and what each iteration contributed to the final design 

proposal (Author, 2021).
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This design charette resulted in an initial spatial response with a mediation ‘pod’ 

reflecting the original Community Office: a two-way interface with transparent surface 

to enable open communication. An inner sleeve: interface with deployable objects (Sit-

thing to interface with existing objects as a response to Plastic City-ing). A mechanism 

that allows the sit-thing to be placed into the interface or rolled up and unfold for other 

appropriations and an outer sleeve: interactive exhibition that is still to be explored 

and developed but would serve as a threshold for parties from the larger context.

Figure 69: Visual representation of the design synthesis after the second phase of prototyping (Author, 2021).

Figure 70: Conceptual visualisation of design response (Author, 2021).
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Figure 71: Conceptual visualisation of design response (Author, 2021).
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The second phase presented various challenges throughout the process However, 

through careful reconstruction, the project could progress from theoretical and 

contextual informants into an initial design response. The theoretical underscore is 

ever present through the continuous analysis of work produced to ensure the duality 

between the very contextual and the very theoretical informants. The language model 

serves as a method of design that enables specific backgrounds to be combined into 

generic responses that allow idiosyncratic interpretation and thus reflect the common 

denominator between indexicality and interiority. This process also sets up this journey 

towards meaning making as the role of the interior architect as facilitator of this 

process in informal settlements. Reflecting back on the research questions, the initial 

design response merely created a platform for meaning-making to be embedded into 

but does not yet address the meaning-making through participatory action. This forms 

part of the prototyping process and will be further developed in Essay 3.

Figure 72: With the language model as a base for design, the process could unfold as an intuitive design response to be further 

iterated and explored through collaboration and inhabitant feedback in the next phase of the research project. The object-

interface-space-system approach to design was translated into a series of sit-things that would be placed into an interface that, 

when combined wit the other interfaces, would compose a space (Author, 2021).
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Figure 73: Project Collage (Author 2021).
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The previous essay explored the experimental and intuitive process that unfolded 

during the design investigation and resulted in a preliminary design response. This 

design response was the result of an adapted methodology and lacked in process due 

to limited site engagement. The design refinement is dependent on a parallel process 

between design iteration and technical resolution through participatory action that 

could not be achieved in the previous design exploration. In this essay the process 

from initial design proposal to technical resolution through collaboration will be 

discussed at the hand of an iterative prototyping process. 

Figure 74: Sketch plan to show the result of the intuitive design exploration from the previous essay (Author, 2021).
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Technical Question: 

The main theoretical themes of the project are evident in the technical resolution 

stage of the project as it walks hand in hand with the design development and larger 

research question. The technical question highlights the challenges faced in this stage 

of the project. Firstly, and linking back to the main aim of the project of interior as an 

agent of meaning-making, is a semiotic approach to cultural production. In current 

discourse the process of meaning-making entails the encoding of meaning by a 

designer and the decoding of the meaning by the users. To bridge that gap between 

encoding and decoding a collaborative methodology is adapted. 

Figure 75: Visual explanation of the individual components that make up the initial spatial composition (Author, 2021).
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This is to ensure that layers of embedded meaning and opportunity for idiosyncratic 

interpretation of elements and adaptation of embedded meanings due to relative 

associations thereof are achieved. The use of a collaborative methodology is justified 

by the highly subjective phenomena of meaning-making. Especially with a semiotic 

lens, the inhabitants or end-users become an invaluable resource to both the process 

and end result thereof. The collaborative process also becomes a core pillar in the 

second technical issue of achieving multi-scalar spatial agency. 

The multi-scalar agency draws from current discourse and touches on agency from 

initial production all the way through to narration. The multi-scalar agency analysis 

diagram is partly informed by Emile Cronje’s Theories on Systems (2020) wherein the 

original aspects are titled produce, process, participate and narrate. The original tiers 

of spatial agency aim to enhance agency across the board from initial access to 

resources through to the appropriation of spaces and intangible connotations made in 

the process. Both the technical issues address the theoretical premise of the project 

and intend to respond to the rich and layered nature of the settlement and create a 

technical criteria to support the iterative process.

The technical criteria that sprouted from the theoretical framework and site 

engagement is fourfold. Materiality, collaboration, adaptability and appropriation 

speak to the intricacies of meaning-making and multi-scalar spatial agency. Each 

translates into a specific criteria that will serve as a method of analysis for the iterative 

process in this stage of the project. 

The technical criteria is a direct response to the design criteria and initial set of 

prototypes. It focuses on the notion of building with available on-site materials and 

found objects and relies on a collaborative methodology to ensure layered meaning. To 

further continue the notion of an object-interface-space-system approach to the 

design the individual elements that make up the space must be easily adaptable and 

allow for various scenarios of compositions and appropriations whilst still complying to 

the legislation of the site. 

Figure 76: Diagrammatic representation of Konigk’s (2015) process of meaning-making as the encoding and decoding of 

phenomena. To bridge the gap between encoding and decoding, a collaborative process is followed (Author, 2021).
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Figure 77: Diagrammatic base of the technical criteria as developed throughout essay 2. (Author, 2021).

Throughout the year, the project adapted the emphasise, define, ideate, prototype, test 

and reiterate methodology across the four phases of the project. The process became 

rhizomatic in nature and through prototyping allowed an iterative design and 

technification process. In the technical focus phase, the methodology zooms in and 

circulates between ideate, prototype, testing and reiterating. 

Figure 78: Diagrammatic representation of the technification phase methodology. The workshops were conducted over various 

days to ensure authentic collaborator input and allow for enough time for collaborators to create meaningful prototypes (Author, 

2021).
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The process also entailed workshops for further prototyping and collaboration. The 

prototyping process is a continuation of the second phase of the project but the main 

intent of this phase is the refinement and resolution of the project. This was achieved 

through collaborative workshops that focused on certain design elements that make 

up the larger spatial compositions. The realisation of the ‘objects’ were paramount to 

the technification of the spatial composition it consists of the various objects and 

interfaces. 

To ensure that the project remained ethically sound the collaborators were briefed on 

the workshop intentions in advance. Collaborators voluntarily partook in the 

workshops with no capital loss.  All prototypes were made with found objects from site 

and each workshop produced prototypes that were photographed on site and left for 

the collaborators. The collaborators will remain anonymous but gave permission to 

specify certain aspects that are relevant to the project argument, for example, an 

indigenous trade that the mother taught the collaborator that became evident in the 

prototyping process. The prototypes were then iterated and developed on through a 

professional lens but still responding to the initial intention of the prototypes. The 

collaborators continued to stay involved as the designs were iterated based on the 

prototype outcomes.

The iterative prototyping kicked off in the first phase with a group prototype built on 

site to act as a platform of engagement between inhabitants of the site and 

researchers from the outside. Another set of prototypes were built in the second phase 

that relied solely on the designer’s response to the project due to site circumstances 

and the impact of the pandemic. These two series of prototypes set the scene for the 

technification process and the collaborative prototypes created in the third phase of 

the project. 

There were multiple authors creating prototypes (external prototypes, prototypes 

created purely out of the lens of a designer and collaborative prototyping) to provide a 

counter argument for the larger research question of the possible role of interior 

architecture as an agent of meaning-making in informal settlements. The prototypes 

were analysed according to materiality, scalability, process of production, structural 

integrity, possible use and above all; embedded meaning. The prototypes evolved into 

designs that spoke to the intentions of the project and design criteria and were 

iterated and technically refined according to the technical criteria as shown above. 

This process also relied on the collaborators for constant feedback and interpretation 

of iterations.

Workshop 1 was conducted in the early stages of the third phase to ensure enough 

time to synthesise and iterate the prototypes created. The workshop did not merely 

take place on one day but consisted of several site visits that all entailed the same 

process: creating interfaces and testing connection methods with found objects and 

on-site materials. Workshop 2 was conducted to surface the various associations and 

interpretations of the prototypes to define the meaning encoded and decoded in the 

process. Both these will be explained at the hand of the analysis diagrams. 
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The following table shows all the prototypes crested during the project as well as their 

materiality, embedded meaning, interpreted meaning and possible use. 
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Figure 79: Analysis diagram of the prototypes as per the technical criteria (Author, 2021).

The prototypes all demonstrate the rich process of meaning-making through 

participation and narrate the extensive levels of interpretation and idiosyncratic 

associations linked with objects. These initial prototypes serve as informants for 

certain design elements and set the scene for the iterative design process to kick off. 

The finalisation of the prototypes and their individual uses paved the road for the 

refinement of the design intervention. The individual elements that make up the 

spatial composition have each undergone a process of iteration to arrive at a 

conversion. These iterations were influenced firstly by project intentions and design 

informants and secondly by the very pragmatic aspects of our industry such as 

technical resolution and regulations. 

The initial design response was a generic investigation to designing for adaptation and 

disassembly. The programming and specific individual components were more 

suggestive than design-based and focused on the notion of individual objects and 

interfaces that make up a larger space. The first iteration focused on the sit-thing as a 

deployable object and inner sleeve (in a square as a nod to the previous community 

office) as deployable storage units. 
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The second iteration is a response to the second phase of prototyping and refines the 

program and rough layout of the proposed design to an inner sleeve that reflects the 

previous community office and a series of rings that will host various interfaces. The 

inner sleeve becomes the mediation space that is set around a fire and is enclosed by 

transparent boundaries. This is all on a raised platform to ensure that the structure is 

still sufficiently supported with foundations above the ground and allows for a safe 

fire-pit. The second sleeve consists of an interface with deployable sit-things that 

interact with existing objects across the settlements as a base for the seating. The 

outer sleeve is a proposed interactive exhibition unit. 

Figure 80: Sketch to show the initial intention of storage units and deployable sit-things to make up the proposed community 

office (Author, 2021).

Figure 81: Conceptual render of proposed community office with a transparent cube in the middle and interface with deployable 

sit-things surrounding the inner sleeve (Author, 2021).
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The third iteration continued with the inner sleeve as a transparent mediation pod with 

seating situated around a fire pit. The seating is circular to speak to the notion of 

equality around a certain mid-point, the mid-point in this instance being a fire. The 

transparent interface surrounding this inner mediation space is square shaped as a 

homage to the previous community office. The surrounding interfaces are in a radial 

layout around the fire pit to further reflect the notions of equality around a middle 

ground as well as a continuous promenade where the walkway gradually changes 

course. This reflects the mediation process as a sequence of gradual change versus a 

sharp corner where an immediate change of direction is required. With this iteration 

certain prototypes were combined to create deployable sit-things and test interface 

viability. 

Figure 83: Sectional view of iteration 3 (Author, 2021).

Figure 82: Visual representation of the inner mediation pod surrounded by a series of interfaces that become storage units for 

deployable sit thing with a raised platform as a homage to the heritage of the previous community office (Author, 2021).
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4
The fourth iteration is based on the further investigation into regulation and the 

technical requirements. Due to the fire in the middle of the intervention the square 

surround had to be adapted due to the heat load that will accumulate in the corners. A 

circular device is proposed without a roof structure to ensure adequate circulation and 

air movement in the inner sleeve. As a response to the removed roof structure, an 

overhead framework is proposed to which the interfaces can be attached. This also 

allows for adaptability and interchangeability of the various interfaces.  However, when 

analysing this according to the base design- and technical criteria, the design no 

longer complies with the dissasemblable nature that is a core principle of the project. 

The overhead structure also restricts the ease of mobility and would require a stronger 

foundation that would not be possible whilst still maintaining the transient interfaces 

with deployable objects. This iteration also reflected on the need for storage in the 

space as storing all the important documents in one place could become disastrous. 

Instead it is proposed that document storage is done externally in collaboration with 

an institution and the storage units are replaced with a gaming interface that is 

designed from combined prototypes that are upscaled and iterated to fit the design 

requirements.

5
The fifth and final iteration sees the elements in the fourth iteration refined as well as 

the roof structure completely removes. All the elements are supported with loose-

standing elements that are bottom heavy. To ensure that the mobility of the units is 

preserved and accessible another interface is added that will serve as a method of 

transport for the interfaces. This proposed mechanism will attach to trolleys that are 

used all over the settlement for recycling goods and moving larger objects.

Figure 84: Artistic interpretation of a 3D view of the inner mediation space (Author, 2021).
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Figure 86: Axonometric diagram showing Detail 2: a deployable interface that acts as a communication barrier as well as 

circulation control (Author, 2021).

Figure 85: Axonometric diagram showing Detail 1 that creates the base for the design intervention and all the deployable 

interfaces and objects that make up the spatial composition (Author, 2021).
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Figure 87: Axonometric diagram showing Detail 3 that hosts deployable sit-things and becomes a spatial device (Author, 2021).

Figure 88: Axonometric diagram showing Detail 3.1 – 3.2: the sit-things that represent the individuals that partook in the 

prototyping process (Author, 2021).
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Figure 89: Axonometric diagram showing Detail 3A & 3B: the structural devices that allow the sit-things to interface with existing 

objects as well as stand independently to reflect the language of sitting in Plastic View (Author, 2021).

Figure 90: Axonometric diagram showing Detail 4: a mobile gaming interface (Author, 2021).
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Figure 91: Axonometric diagram showing Detail 5: a mechanism that allows the individual interfaces to be easily moved around to 

make up spatial compositions (Author, 2021).

Figure 92: Axonometric diagram showing a spatial composition made up from the individual interfaces (Author, 2021).
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Figure 93: Axonometric diagram showing a spatial composition made up from the individual interfaces (Author, 2021).

Figure 94: Axonometric diagram showing a spatial composition made up from the individual interfaces (Author, 2021).
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Figure 95: Axonometric diagram showing a spatial composition made up from the individual interfaces (Author, 2021).

Figure 96: Axonometric diagram showing a spatial composition made up from the individual interfaces (Author, 2021).
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The design intervention is situated where the previous community office was 

demolished earlier this year. This directly speaks to the notion of generic meaning-

making, association and interpretation as the previous community office was a 

recognised space of comfort, mediation and community expression. The materials 

used for the skeleton structure that pays homage to the previous community office is 

also directly associated with projects that the client, SACaresForLife, is involved in. The 

raised platform and community office skeleton structure becomes a landmark in the 

settlement and when the mediation ritual is taking place the smoke from the fire will 

be seen throughout the settlement. The intervention is situated adjacent to an open 

field often used by the community for large gatherings and the adaptable design of the 

space allows the intervention to spill out and disperse into the community. The spatial 

composition caters for the main programs and through its adaptability and ability to 

deconstruct into objects allows for multiple scenarios of appropriation. 

The spatial composition consists of a series of interfaces in a radial layered layout with 

the inner most space being a raised platform in the square shape of the previous 

community office as a nod to the existing meaning associated therewith. The outer 

rings have a fixed floor with interchangeable interfaces that can be composed 

according to the needs of the community office. The base structure forms a homage to 

the heritage of the site while the adaptable interfaces forming the different layers of 

engagement around the inner sleeve. The intervention becomes a celebration of the 

ephemeral nature of the settlement and establishes a temporal composition with a 

permanent presence in the community. 

Figure 97: 3D View of the final proposed intervention (Author, 2021).
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Figure 98: Artistic interpretation of an exterior 3D view from the community (Author, 2021).

Figure 99: Artistic interpretation of an exterior 3D view of the threshold (Author, 2021).
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Figure 100: Artistic interpretation of a 3D view of the inner ring (Author, 2021).

Figure 101: Artistic interpretation of a 3D view of the transparent communication barrier in use (Author, 2021).
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Figure 102: Location and Site Plan (Author, 2021).

Figure 103: General layout (Author, 2021).
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Looking at the different components that make up the spatial composition. Detail 1 is 

the raised platform that reflects the legacy of the community office. The smaller 

gumpoles form the circular surround for a mediation space that focuses on equality 

and sharing. The second interface is an adaptable sleeve made of transparent panels 

found on site. This serves as an interface of communication where people can write on 

the panels, as suggestions, words of expression or just general commentary. The 

transparent element combined with the written graphics create a play of light and 

translates the poetic phenomena of the community office into a spatial experience. 

The third interface serves as a storage unit for deployable elements. The first element 

is the fire-wood that is used in the mediation rituals and the second deployable 

element is a sit-thing that is unique to each user. 

These sit-things enable the programs of the space (mediation, knowledge transferal 

and expression) by simply allowing a conversation. The fourth interface is an 

interactive gaming board that developed on the doorstep of the previous community 

office. And lastly, the final interface is a deployable mechanism that allows the loose-

standing interfaces to be easier moved around with trolleys used all over the 

settlement for recycling materials. 

The final proposed intervention caters for various scenarios that build on and enrich 

the existing narratives in the settlement. The transient nature of the structure enables 

a long-term presence albeit it physically manifests through transient settings. The 

proposed intervention becomes a reflection of the complexities and intricacies found 

in the everyday lives of the inhabitants of a settlement that was built in the strive for 

livelihoods. 

Figure 104: Graphic representation of the site of intervention before and after (Author, 2021).
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The technical resolution walked hand in hand with the refinement of the proposed 

design intervention and through an iterative process, various technical fixings and 

methods were tested and iterated to ensure that the technical resolution stays true to 

the project requirements that speak to the extensive contextual informants and 

relevant discourse. The fertile indigenous knowledges and their appropriations truly 

manifest in the human-scaled details that inhabitants engage with whilst interacting 

with the intervention. 

Detail 1 makes use of a detail prototyped in Q1 with the larger Moreleta Park 

Integration group that dealt with creating viable, structurally stable elements from 

materials found on site. The 100mm spacer is an example of the dialogue between 

pre-conceived professional detailing and an impromptu on-site construction with found 

materials. The foundations of the skeleton structure are set in the raised floor and the 

entire platform is set on an existing concrete slab on which the previous community 

office stood. The raised platform is constructed with a concealed timber substructure 

with a composite tile fixed to the substructure with a bright blue grout. The raised 

platform is sloped to allow for drainage and the drainage units are constructed from 

found beer crates that are zip-tied together and filled with rocks and gravel. 

Figure 105: Axonometric highlighting detail 1 in place (Author, 2021).
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Figure 106: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 107: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021).
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Figure 108: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 109: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021).
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Figure 110: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 111: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021).
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Figure 112: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 113: Possible scenarios of appropriation for detail 1’s drainage element (Author, 2021).
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The second detail is the transparent communication interface that is made up of 

different transparent materials as can be seen from the prototypes. The prototypes 

were judged on writability and light. The initial design for the transparent interface was 

a plain surface and through an iterative process of testing and altering to 

accommodate found objects the very poetic response became a tangible, responsive 

interface that reflects the rich and layered nature of the settlement. The panels are 

connected together with key rings (representation of the found objects) and with the 

plastic bag ‘panels’ the cut-out for the key-ring joint is embroidered to avoid the 

keychain tearing the plastic sheet. This is another example of a key artistic element in 

the technical resolution of hand-made components that overflow with potential for 

cultural production. 

Figure 114: Axonometric highlighting detail 2 in place (Author, 2021).
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Figure 115: Technical drawings of detail 2 as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 116: Technical drawings of detail 2 as specified (Author, 2021).
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Figure 117: Technical drawings of detail 2 as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 118: Diagrammatic representation of the communication interface in closed and open positions to allow or block 

circulation (Author, 2021).
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Detail 3 is the storage interface with deployable sit-things and also stores the firewood 

used in the mediation space. As a response to the legislation restricting foundations 

on site and to comply with the transitory need of the project the interface uses a heavy 

base as foundation to support the structure whilst still maintaining mobility. The 

interface also went through an iterative prototyping process that started with a 

generic, very poetic response to interchangeable objects and interfaces that were 

iterated through community feedback and maquettes to test structural integrity and 

viability. Details from the interface include the seven strand woven rope (Cronje, 2020) 

made from recycled plastic as well as an iconic bottle-cap detail that serves as a 

washer to protect the rope from the timber gum pole. The interface also hosts the 

deployable sit-things that enable the main programmes of the intervention. 

Figure 119: Axonometric highlighting detail 2 in place (Author, 2021).
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Figure 120: Technical drawings of detail 3 as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 121: Technical drawings of detail 3 as specified (Author, 2021).
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The sit-things are a response to an investigation into the language of sitting in Plastic 

View. The general narrative of sitting is using an existing found object (like a beer crate 

or bucket) and use something combined with that as a cushioning element or element 

of comfort. The approach to the sit-thing designs were collaborative as the sit-things 

are idealised to represent the individuals in the settlement. Four sit-things were 

designed collaboratively and one completely out of the perspective of the designer 

(non-collaborative process) to create a counter-argument for a process with a single 

author (being the designer) and a process with multiple authors (being all the 

collaborators) towards meaning-making. 

The first sit-thing is constructed from two different prototypes where one serves as the 

structure for the chair and one as cushioning. The prototypes were converted to 

computerised models to test the practicality of the designs. These 3D models aided in 

the adaptability testing and technical refinement  

Figure 122: Diagrammatic representation of prototypes used for the design of collaborative sit-thing 1 (Author, 2021).
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Figure 123: Technical drawings of detail 3.1 as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 124: Technical drawings of detail 3.1 as specified (Author, 2021).
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Sit-thing 2 is also a combination of various prototypes to structure and cushion. The 

structure is fixed with a traditional basket-weave that is a common denominator 

between various cultures as a connecting agent. The base is constructed from 38 x 

76timber battens that were dropped off of site as part of construction waste. The 

cushioning element that is made up off found objects is also basket woven to the base 

structure. 

Figure 125: Diagrammatic representation of prototypes used for the design of collaborative sit-thing 2 (Author, 2021).
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Figure 126: Technical drawings of detail 3.2 as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 127: Technical drawings of detail 3.2 as specified (Author, 2021).
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The third collaborative sit-thing is with the same base structure as sit-thing one that is 

made up from found timber sticks and branches basket woven together. The 

cushioning is a combination of a basic weave with varying shwe-shwe cut off material. 

The cushioning is then fixed to the base structure with a rope knot – netting device 

that the collaborator learnt from a construction worker on site. 

Figure 128: Diagrammatic representation of prototypes used for the design of collaborative sit-thing 3 (Author, 2021).
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Figure 129: Technical drawings of detail 3.3 as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 130: Technical drawings of detail 3.3 as specified (Author, 2021).
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4. 4

The fourth collaborative sit-thing is the result of combining structure with an artistic 

flare. The plastic covering will receive a cushioning infill and will be fixed to the base 

structure with a basket weave and tying the cut plastic bags to the dowel sticks. 

Figure 131: Diagrammatic representation of prototypes used for the design of collaborative sit-thing 4 (Author, 2021).
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Figure 132: Technical drawings of detail 3.4 as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 133: Technical drawings of detail 3.4 as specified (Author, 2021).
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5. ’ 5

The single author designed chair is a response to the indigenous techniques that 

surfaces in the prototyping sessions and combining the weaves with structure. 

Figure 134: Diagrammatic representation of prototypes used for the design sit-thing 5 (Author, 2021).
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Figure 135: Technical drawings of detail 3.5 as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 136: Technical drawings of detail 3.5 as specified (Author, 2021).
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Figure 137: Technical drawings of detail 3A as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 138: Technical drawings of detail 3A as specified (Author, 2021).
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Figure 139: Technical drawings of detail 3B as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 140: Technical drawings of detail 3B as specified (Author, 2021).
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Figure 141: Diagrammatic representation of possible sit-thing scenarios (Author, 2021).

Figure 142: Possible scenarios of appropriation (Author, 2021).
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Detail 4 makes use of the same notion of a heavy foundation as structure for the 

interface. The infill is made up of found plastic bottles and pipes that are zip tied 

together. The board is a spatial device intended to reflect the game board of a game 

developed by community members (as an adaptation of both chess and checkers) 

played on a chequered 8x8 board. Players would use an object representing 

themselves to play with. 

Figure 143: Axonometric highlighting detail 4 in place (Author, 2021).
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Figure 144: Technical drawings of detail 4 as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 145: Technical drawings of detail 4 as specified (Author, 2021).
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Figure 146: Technical drawings of detail 4 as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 147: Possible scenarios of appropriation (Author, 2021).
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The deployable trolley is a response to the need that the individual interfaces should 

be mobile and the spatial compositions adaptable. The initial design for the trolley was 

based on a turning mechanism where the individual timber elements would turn 

around the trolley’s axis. The structure of the trolley made it difficult to create an 

interface from found objects that allows such mechanic intervention. This concept 

became iterated by turning the timber elements on their own axis. The interface would 

be lifted onto one element and pulled up and then moved around on the trolley to the 

desired position. This detail allows the individual interfaces to be spread throughout 

the settlement and create a larger network of interventions. The interface is 

constructed from timber gum poles that are fixed to each other with found plastic 

bottles and pipes that are cut and basket woven together with wire and rope. This 

allows the timber gum poles to turn on their own axis whilst still remaining one 

element. There will be magnetic component underneath the plastic bottle and pipe 

components that will ensure an easy and accessible joining method to existing trolleys 

in the settlement. The unit will be stores in the storage interface or moved around with 

the trolleys.

Figure 148: Axonometric highlighting detail 5 in place (Author, 2021).
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Figure 149: Technical drawings of detail 5 as specified (Author, 2021).

Figure 150: Technical drawings of detail 5 as specified (Author, 2021).
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The technical resolution of the project allowed the individual contributions of the 

collaborators to shine through and enhance the overall proposed experience of the 

design intervention. The notion of appropriated indigenous knowledges physically 

manifests through the detailing as iterated prototypes and hand-made constructable 

elements. This is an extension of the initial design and technical criteria and speaks to 

the multi-scalar agency that is ever present in the settlement. The fine detailing also 

allows for the manifestation and exchange of cultural production in a manner that 

allows familiar association as well as subjective interpretations and adaptations. 

The design relied on a collaborative prototyping process to illustrate the meaningful 

connotations and associations that are made with familiarity in the objects, interfaces 

and spatial compositions. Through collaborative investigation the project developed 

from a base proposal that strived towards generating meaning in an intervention that 

speaks to the tangible aspects of agency. This sets the scene for the most important 

part of the investigation as the subjective experience through the intervention. The 

main lens that the project adapted is the semiotic approach to cultural production. The 

final intervention and prototypes can now be taken back to site in an investigative and 

reflective session to determine the success of the cultural production though a 

collaborative methodological process. 

Figure 151: The bridge between author and inhabitant was bridged by use of a collaborative methodology and prototyping. An 

example is mapped out here to emphasise the multi-scalar spectrum that subjective meaning-making plays out on.  (Author, 

2021).
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Figure 152: Project Collage (Author 2021).
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The research project set out to define a role for interior architecture as a vessel of 

cultural production in informal settlements. Due to the various stages of prototyping 

and collaboration, the analysis of the meaning embedded and interpreted through the 

design interventions becomes the conclusive discussion for the argument. In this 

reflective essay the design project will be analysed according to the base diagram to 

evaluate the attempted semiotic approach to meaning-making. The findings will be 

discussed at the hand of a critical reflection of the project and process as a whole, 

changes in practice as well as contributions to discourse.  

The individual components that make up the design intervention will be mapped 

across the base diagram as an evaluation of the meaning embedded and interpreted 

by the designer, collaborators and inhabitants of the space. The diagrammatic 

representations of these elements will serve as deliberation of the role of interior 

architecture in informal settlements.

Figure 153: Diagrammatic representation of the process of meaning-making followed in this project. This reflects the language 

model on-site as it moves from a specific embedded meaning to a generic association (in this case a spatial intervention) that 

allows idiosyncratic interpretations by the users thereof. The notion of intertextuality becomes evident in the subjective 

associations of all the inhabitants of the space (Author 2021).
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The inductive nature of the project allowed the theoretical premise and semiotic 

nature of S’petori to translate into a method of spatial design that enables meaning-

making through collaboration. This was diagrammatically interpreted and brought to 

light the notion of intertextuality, defined as the interrelationships between words or 

phenomena that shape it’s meaning (Dictionary, 2006). The meanings interpreted 

varied according to the surroundings and meanings interpreted for other phenomena. 

This speaks to the subjective nature of meaning and the relationship between the 

meaning of an intervention and the context in which it is implemented. The meanings 

generated throughout the project was amplified by the rich context and participatory 

action that engaged users in the process and allowed clearer interpretations and 

associations in the analysis phase. This becomes an exhibition of the potential of 

interior architecture as a facilitator of meaning-making.

The theoretical premise evolved into a methodology that informed the design 

investigation and enabled the prototyping process. The collaborative prototypes 

became touch points for inhabitants to relate to in the spatial composition and 

embodied the physical manifestation of cultural production through participatory 

action. The community involvement supported the project and enabled a rich, 

experimental process to evolve into a design response that speaks to the notion of 

multi-scalar spatial agency.  

The role of interior architecture in informal settlements can not be defined by one 

project and leaves this question open to debate. The project succeeded on an 

academic level but the true value can only be determined if the structure were to be 

built on site and endure and flourish through agency and collaboration. However, this 

project contributes to the understanding of meaning-making and intertextuality and 

interior architecture as an agent thereof. Although it is academic in nature, the 

interactions and participations revealed specific associations and connotations to 

support the value and contribution of this project. 

Research Question: 

Interior architecture can act as an agent of cultural production by enabling a 

collaborative process to embed and interpret meaning. As a facilitator, the interior 

architect can enhance the existing phenomena by filling the gap that the industry 

provides, which is an intricate skill for human-centered design and agency, whilst still 

accommodating the local craft and construction methods. The interior architect acts 

as a bridge between design informants, inhabitants and design interventions and 

showcases potential for bridging the gap between a top-down and bottom-up research-

and design approach. 
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Design Question: 

’

By reflecting the semiotic nature of the lingua franca S’pitori of specific elements of 

origin and translating that into something generic for interpretation that allows further 

specific appropriations, the design became a physical manifestation of the subjective 

characteristics of language. This embodies both notions of indexicality and interiority 

as idiosyncratic interpretations and associations of meaning in the project. 

Technical Question: 

Walking hand in hand with the design refinement, the technical resolution became an 

agent of meaning-making through participatory action and continuous community 

engagement. The details and adaptable elements are all iterations on prototypes 

created by the community and by including the inhabitants in the process they have 

agency over the spatial compositions as they are familiar with the mechanisms and 

components that make up these compositions.   

“the process made us visible”

“We as a community face many challenges but speaking to (you) is good. It seems 

good that someone somewhere is interested in our side of the story”

“Throughout the year we have rekindled relationships and I am so happy that we have 

had the opportunity to do this. We have had weddings, and tea and games and 

workshops and conversations about difficult things but we talk as humans. Not as 

researchers and subjects.”

“we build and they build and you build but we should build together”

- Quotes received  from collaborators

A reflective session amongst the collaborators brought to light the appreciation for a 

collaborative process. The recognition of the talents and contributions that the 

collaborators made created a sense of comfort for engaging with research units. The 

process however did not happen without obstacles but through open communication 

and transparency all the parties involved were informed on expectations and were 

able to express concerns.  

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



“Ek het myself leer ken as heldin en as n hond”

- Amanda Strydom & Stef Bos, Die Taal van My Hart

Overall I have thoroughly enjoyed the process as have gained an invaluable amount of 

knowledge and understanding that has impacted my approach to industry. The 

process has allowed me to explore and experiment with unconventional methods and 

practices to see what fruit they might bear. 

The project was challenging at various stages and required constant reiteration and 

adaptation to not stray from the original intentions. At times the clash between what is 

required for a professional masters degree and what is required on site became a 

point of tension and made me question the relevance of a project, such as this, in a 

setting where more pressing matters reign. I was comforted by the sole fact that at 

this moment in time, this project, and its outcomes, was all I as an individual could 

contribute to the circumstances. This did blur the lines between research- and 

personal involvement but in a project aimed at subjective interpretation a touch of 

personal involvement goes a long way. 

Although not everything was smooth sailing, I do not regret any of the engagements as 

they have translated into lessons that will shape my way forward. I plan on continuing 

with this alternative approach to the industry and do, from my part, what I can to 

generate meaningful engagement through spatial interventions. 

The project established valuable relationships on site that could be used in future 

projects to further build the relationship between the research units (of The University 

of Pretoria) and the inhabitants on site. During the prototyping process new methods 

of binding and construction came to light that has since been used in the settlement 

when building structures. 

The project takes on abstract concepts that needed to be synthesised and merged 

with other complex ideas, both academic and societal, to create a substantial 

understanding of the theories that informs the design process. This was combined into 

a base diagram that can be used as a method of analysis for any project that tackles 

agency, meaning-making, human-centered design and multi-scalar design 

interventions.   

The project methodology shone a light on the potential of meaning-making through 

collaboration that stems from the theoretical premise of Konigk (2015) that build on 

the notion of meaning embedded by the designer and interpreted by the inhabitants. 

Through a collaborative process project intentions and ultimate interpretations are 

bridged by including the inhabitants as core collaborators and informants. This adds 

an additional layer of consideration to an already extensive theoretical premise. 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



The process followed in this project was rhizomatic in nature and allowed for a very 

inductive thought process to unfold as needed. The process was also translated into 

the base diagram and offers an alternative approach to design development. This 

project is a first iteration of a process that can serve as a mediator between ‘top-down’ 

and ‘bottom-up’ approaches that creates a very important bridge between designer 

and end-user of projects. 

The reflection session with the collaborators also highlighted the value placed, not 

only in the prototyping process, but in the transformative engagement that took place 

during the project. The engagement between researcher and inhabitants was 

reciprocal and manifested with mutual respect and appreciation. The process placed 

value and care at the core thereof.  

4. 

“Most people ignore most poetry because most poetry ignore most people” - Excerpt 

from the computer game Talos Principle 

“Most people ignore most [research] because most [research] ignore most people” -

Adapted from Talos Principle 

In collaboration with the Reality Studio an ethical roadmap to student engagement 

with vulnerable communities was created to start the conversation of the viability of 

sending students into vulnerable communities without the necessary training. The 

findings were compiled into a website that can be accessed to view stories from 

students who have dealt with ethically complex scenarios and lessons learn as a 

lexicon that can aid in future student engagements. Please refer to the addendum for 

further details regarding this. 

This mini-dissertation is a response to the role of interior architecture in our society. It 

highlights the potential of the field as an agent of enablement for both meaning-

making and human-centered processes. The research project addressed the 

responsibility of designers and provides an incremental step towards transforming the 

industry. In this intrinsic case study, an interior architectural response translated the 

rich theoretical and contextual informants into a design proposal that tangibly reflects 

the notions of spatial agency and meaning-making through collaboration. This project 

serves as an initial understanding of the complexities that a design project in a 

vulnerable community embodies and although it can’t answer all the questions, it 

gives a better understanding thereof and creates an important pivoting point for future 

research projects. 

This research project embarked on a journey of experimentation and ambition and 

leaves the door open for future researchers and designers to partake in this ongoing 

narrative.
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“A Still more glorious dawn awaits.”
- Carl Sagan

“…wait for me, I still have work to do”
- Dr Thomas Light, before embarking on a journey against robots that he created (from 

the ethically complex rock opera album ACT II: The Father of Death by the Protomen).
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Figure 73: Project Collage (Author 2021). 49.
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Figure 74: Sketch plan to show the result of the intuitive design exploration from the previous essay (Author, 2021). 50.

Figure 75: Visual explanation of the individual components (Author, 2021). 51.
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2021). 53.

Figure 79: Analysis diagram of the prototypes as per the technical criteria (Author, 2021). 60.
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office (Author, 2021). 61.
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Figure 82: Visual representation of the inner mediation pod (Author, 2021). 62.
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Figure 84: Artistic interpretation of a 3D view of the inner mediation space (Author, 2021). 63.
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circulation control (Author, 2021). 64.

Figure 87: Axonometric diagram showing Detail 3 (Author, 2021). 65.
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Figure 90: Axonometric diagram showing Detail 4: a mobile gaming interface (Author, 2021). 66.
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Figure 92: Axonometric diagram showing a spatial composition (Author, 2021). 67.

Figure 93: Axonometric diagram showing a spatial composition (Author, 2021). 68.

Figure 94: Axonometric diagram showing a spatial composition (Author, 2021). 68.

Figure 95: Axonometric diagram showing a spatial composition (Author, 2021). 69.

Figure 96: Axonometric diagram showing a spatial composition (Author, 2021). 69.

Figure 97: 3D View of the final proposed intervention (Author, 2021). 70.

Figure 98: Artistic interpretation of an exterior 3D view from the community (Author, 2021). 71.

Figure 99: Artistic interpretation of an exterior 3D view of the threshold (Author, 2021). 71.
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Figure 103: General layout (Author, 2021). 73.
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Figure 105: Axonometric highlighting detail 1 in place (Author, 2021). 75.

Figure 106: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021). 76.

Figure 107: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021). 76.

Figure 108: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021). 77.

Figure 109: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021). 77.

Figure 110: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021). 78.

Figure 111: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021). 78.
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Figure 112: Detail 1 technical drawings as specified (Author, 2021). 79.

Figure 113: Possible scenarios of appropriation for detail 1’s drainage element (Author, 2021). 79.

Figure 114: Axonometric highlighting detail 2 in place (Author, 2021). 80.

Figure 115: Technical drawings of detail 2 as specified (Author, 2021). 81.

Figure 116: Technical drawings of detail 2 as specified (Author, 2021). 81.

Figure 117: Technical drawings of detail 2 as specified (Author, 2021). 82.
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Figure 120: Technical drawings of detail 3 as specified (Author, 2021). 84.

Figure 121: Technical drawings of detail 3 as specified (Author, 2021). 84.
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Figure 123: Technical drawings of detail 3.1 as specified (Author, 2021). 86.

Figure 124: Technical drawings of detail 3.1 as specified (Author, 2021). 86.

Figure 125: Diagrammatic representation of prototypes used for collaborative sit-thing 2 (Author, 2021). 87.

Figure 126: Technical drawings of detail 3.2 as specified (Author, 2021). 88.

Figure 127: Technical drawings of detail 3.2 as specified (Author, 2021). 88.

Figure 128: Diagrammatic representation of prototypes used for collaborative sit-thing 3 (Author, 2021). 89.

Figure 129: Technical drawings of detail 3.3 as specified (Author, 2021). 90.

Figure 130: Technical drawings of detail 3.3 as specified (Author, 2021). 90.

Figure 131: Diagrammatic representation of prototypes used for collaborative sit-thing 4 (Author, 2021). 91.

Figure 132: Technical drawings of detail 3.4 as specified (Author, 2021). 92.

Figure 133: Technical drawings of detail 3.4 as specified (Author, 2021). 92.
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Figure 136: Technical drawings of detail 3.5 as specified (Author, 2021). 94.
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2021). 103.
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Figure 1: Project Collage (Author 2021).
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